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      Commander Nolan ducked through the hatch into the combat information center of the UFC Johnston. It was smaller than he was used to, the consoles set closer to each other than they’d been back at the Office of Fleet Intelligence. Seven people made the room positively claustrophobic, and he imagined that this was what sailors had experienced aboard submarines just a few centuries past.

      “Captain, we’re clearing the sun’s corona. Inductive field down to twelve percent. I’m bringing thrusters online,” Emo called over his shoulder in a strange southern drawl, completely at odds with his appearance. Waif-thin and pale, he wore black lipstick and white makeup. The left side of his head had been shaved, while the shiny black hair on the right side drooped over his face. He sat near the far end of the CIC, his simple chrome chair aimed at the view screen.

      That view screen showed the most breathtaking vista Nolan had ever seen. Pillars of flame hundreds of miles high shot up around them, more than one coming perilously close to their destroyer-class vessel. Emo deftly maneuvered around the flares, slowly gaining distance from the star. The fact that it was even possible to escape a sun’s gravitational pull was nothing short of miraculous, but the Helios drives made it commonplace. They simply harnessed the sun’s own energy.

      “Commander, are you going to join us?” called a gruff voice. Nolan turned toward the voice, which had come from a chair on the opposite side of the room—one that was set a little higher than the rest, a subtle reminder that the person sitting there was in charge.

      In this case, that person was a short man in his early sixties, a person Nolan had revered his whole life. The legendary Captain Dryker, hero of the Tigris war. His white beard was scraggly and his hair hadn’t seen a brush since Nolan had boarded three days past, but the captain’s eyes were sharp and his leanly-muscled physique was still that of a much younger officer.

      “Yes, sir,” Nolan said, realizing he was still standing just inside the narrow hatchway. He threaded between the communication consoles, wishing he knew the names of the two techs working there. He stepped up next to the captain’s chair, folding his hands behind his back.

      “You’re two minutes early,” the captain said, though his eyes were fixed on the view screen.

      “Yes, sir. I prefer being early,” Nolan said, though he had the impression that the captain wasn’t really listening.

      “Captain,” Emo called, spinning his chair to face them. “You’re going to want to see this. Check grid 729, sir.”

      “Noted,” Dryker said, scanning a data pad sitting in his lap. He loosened the collar of his uniform, revealing a coffee stain on the cotton shirt underneath. Nolan waited for several moments while the captain scanned. Dryker finally looked up, meeting Nolan’s gaze. “What do you make of this, Commander?”

      He handed the pad to Nolan, who quickly scanned the data. “It’s a debris field, sir. From the alloy, I’d suggest it’s probably the remains of a Tigris vessel. It’s smaller than I’d expect, though. A science vessel, maybe?”

      “Very good,” Dryker replied, giving a tight nod. “And what can you deduce from the situation?”

      Nolan was silent as he glanced between the view screen and the data pad. There were a lot of disparate pieces, but he knew they added up to something—something the captain was already aware of. “There was a battle, and that battle was recent. Tigris don’t generally send their science vessels outside their own space, and they certainly don’t send them to a human colony like Mar Kona.”

      “Good, but there’s a more urgent fact you’re missing,” Dryker said, eyeing Nolan frostily.

      Nolan resisted the urge to blush. He’d only been aboard the Johnston for a few days, and didn’t mind admitting that the war hero intimidated him. “Sir?”

      “The debris is close, maybe three hundred thousand clicks from the sun’s corona,” Dryker supplied, raising an eyebrow.

      “Ahh, I should have caught that,” Nolan replied, finally understanding. He tensed. “The battle was recent. Very recent. If this had happened even a few hours ago, the debris field would have already been pulled in by the sun’s gravity.”

      The Johnston had cleared the corona, and was accelerating toward the debris field. As they approached, the view screen’s magnification shifted to provide a close-up. Large chunks of bronze-colored alloy floated in space, sinking gradually closer to the sun.

      “Set condition one throughout the ship,” Dryker barked.

      A blonde lieutenant in her early twenties gave a quick nod and a murmured response, then the lighting changed. The bright halogens faded to soft red, and a single warning klaxon rang across the deck. Nolan had never seen a ship of the line enter combat readiness, but he’d been trained for it back at the academy. He moved a step to the left, clipping himself to a handle on the side of the bulkhead.

      “Captain, do you think whoever did this is still here? Wouldn’t we be able to see them?” Nolan asked. It might be a stupid question, but he was genuinely curious.

      “It’s possible they could have retreated back into the sun, and they may have already used the Helios Gate,” Dryker conceded, his eyes never leaving the view screen. “I don’t think so, though. I’m guessing they’re still in system. Emo, give me a system scan. Where could a vessel run to?”

      “There are only two real choices,” Emo said. “They could go for that asteroid field that used to be a moon, or they could be hiding in Mar Kona’s shadow.”

      “They’d have to be damned quick to make it to the planet already,” Dryker said, rising from his chair and crossing the deck to stand next to Emo. Nolan considered following, but chose to stay clipped to the bulkhead.

      “Sir, if they are in the asteroid field, what are we planning to do about it?” Nolan asked.

      “Captain,” the blonde snapped, drawing Nolan’s attention. Her blue eyes had gone wide. “Another vessel is emerging from the Helios Gate. It’s clearing the sun’s corona now. It’s broadcasting an ident. Looks to be a Tigris Warship.”

      “Battle stations,” Dryker barked.
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      Nolan tensed as the Klaxon blared a second time. That was the only sign that anything had changed. The techs manning the comm stations didn’t so much as flinch, instead keeping their focus and continuing to monitor the individual metrics that every warship needed in combat.

      “Commander Nolan,” Dryker said, brushing lint from the arm of his uniform. He looked up to meet Nolan’s gaze. “You have the bridge.”

      “Excuse me? Uh, sir,” Nolan said, trying to keep the shock from his voice. The idea that a captain would desert his bridge during a battle was unthinkable.

      “Did I stutter? The shift has changed. It’s 0800 and you’re scheduled to take command, aren’t you? I’m going to go get some chow,” Dryker said. His tone was flat, completely devoid of emotion.

      Nolan paused, glancing at the view screen. The Tigris warship loomed behind them, slowly clearing the sun’s corona. The spike-shaped vessel dodged a solar flare, disappearing for a moment before returning to view. The thing looked like a high-caliber bullet: long, lean, and deadly. Three ports ringed the midsection, each capable of launching one of the dart fighters the Tigris so loved to employ. Above those ports were a smaller ring of turrets, designed to launch harpoons that would pin their foes long enough to grapple them.

      “Sir, I’m not sure that’s appropriate. I’ve only been aboard ship for three days, and I—” Nolan began.

      “Nolan,” Dryker snapped, taking a step closer. Nolan could smell coffee on the captain’s breath. “You’re an officer of the UFC, are you not? You’re trained to command in combat—by OFI, no less. If the Office of Fleet Intelligence hasn’t prepared you for battle, then why the hell are you on my ship?”

      “Well, yes, I have been trained,” Nolan began again. “But, sir, you’ve seen at least a dozen battles. Are you certain that—”

      “I’m going to see about breakfast,” Dryker said, ducking past Nolan and through the hatch. He paused to poke his head back inside. “Figure it out, Nolan. Or we’re all dead.”

      Nolan took a deep breath and focused on the view screen. The warship was closing, but because it was exiting the sun’s corona it hadn’t had time to accelerate yet. They still had a little time to react. That time would be critical. The Tigris warship was three times their size. It was faster, better armored, and packed wall to wall with a race that lived for combat.

      “Pilot,” Nolan barked, trying to affect the same tone of authority Dryker had used. “Set course for the asteroid field around Mar Kona.”

      “Acknowledged, Commander,” Emo replied in a lazy drawl. Nolan couldn’t feel the ship accelerate, but the asteroids loomed larger as the Johnston made for them.

      “You,” he said, pointing at the blonde comm tech. “What’s your name?”

      “Lieutenant Juliard, sir,” the woman said, blinking at him.

      “Juliard, open a channel to the Tigris vessel and put it on screen,” Nolan ordered. He moved to the captain’s chair, pausing to inspect the smooth chrome. Then he sat, resting his arms on the cold metal. The chair had been designed for function, not form. Just like everything else on this rust bucket. The Johnston had been old when the war with the Tigris began, and should have been retired when that war ended.

      “On screen, sir,” Juliard said. Nolan glanced up as the screen shimmered. The asteroid disappeared, replaced by a very feline, very angry face. This Tigris had black fur and large yellow eyes. Its shoulders, arms, and chest were corded with thick muscle, and Nolan was thankful they weren’t in the same room. This thing could probably tear him apart.

      “You will die for this atrocity, ape,” the creature snarled. When it spoke, Nolan caught sight of wicked two-inch fangs. A thickly-furred tail flicked over its shoulder, as though it had a mind of its own. “The Leonis Pride will be alerted to your cowardly actions.”

      Nolan attempted to explain. “We didn’t destroy your science vessel. We—”

      The view screen went dark.

      “They’ve cut connection, sir,” Juliard said, quite unhelpfully.

      “Lovely,” Nolan snarled. He leaned forward in the chair, thinking quickly. “Emo, how close are we to the asteroid field?”

      “Not close enough, sir. I’ve plotted the Tigris intercept course. They’re going to reach us about forty seconds before we make that field,” Emo said, glancing over his shoulder at Nolan. Nolan had a hard time taking Emo seriously, and hoped his style of dress didn’t mean the young pilot was bad at his job. They were going to need some top-notch flying in the next few minutes.

      He considered his strategy for all of three seconds. Tigris had greater acceleration, which fit their MO. Their vessels had dense tritanium along the spike at their prow, which was perfect for ramming enemy vessels. Once they’d done so, hatches opened all along the tip to allow them to disgorge boarding parties. Tigris loved hand-to-hand combat, and their vessels didn’t have any ranged weaponry beyond their harpoons and dart fighters. That had proven to be more than enough during the Eight-Year war.

      “Full burn for those asteroids, Emo,” Nolan ordered. He turned to a dark-skinned man he’d yet to meet. The man was standing at the gunnery station. “You, Lieutenant…Ezana? Bring turrets one through eight online, and prepare for dispersal firing. See if you can make them wary, at least.”

      “Yes, sir.” The man bent back to his console.

      Nolan punched a button on the tablet the captain had left him, and the view screen shifted to show the pursuing Tigris vessel. It had already exited the corona, and was accelerating toward them.

      “Commander, they’re gaining rapidly,” Juliard said, her voice rising half an octave.

      “Damn it,” Nolan cursed, knowing they were playing right into the Tigris hands. Should they stand and fight? No, that way lay death. He needed a way to even the odds.

      “Commander, they’ve launched three darts,” Ezana shouted. “I’ll try to intercept.”

      The entire ship shook as the starboard and aft turrets began firing. Each turret was a miniature gauss cannon, little brothers to the forward-facing main cannon underslung along the hull. Unfortunately, that cannon required them to be facing a foe, and Nolan wasn’t about to risk that.

      Three sleek, missile-like ships were rapidly closing the distance to the Johnston. Nolan held his breath as all eight turrets fired. White streaks shot into space—visible evidence of the breakup of the projectile housing, as each turret fired a depleted uranium core accelerated to lethal velocity with powerful magnets.

      One of the darts exploded, but the other two took evasive maneuvers. The darts had no armaments, but their massive engines allowed them to rapidly close with their targets. Like their parent vessel, they had dense tritanium armor, which meant that only a direct hit would bring one down.

      “Brace yourselves,” Nolan roared, grabbing onto the side of the chair. The ship shuddered, then shuddered again, as both darts impacted.

      Unlike the Primo, the Tigris didn’t generally use conventional ordinance. Those missiles were troop transports.

      He stabbed a button on the right arm of the captain’s chair to send his voice across the entire ship. “This is Commander Nolan,” he said. “All hands prepare to be boarded.”
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      Hannan settled her combat helmet over her bare scalp, flicking the switch that illuminated the targeting HUD. Her Head-up Display could be set to show a variety of things, but for this engagement, targeting was what she needed. She tucked her sidearm into the holster strapped to the leg of her TX-11 body armor, then picked up her assault rifle. Around her the rest of the squad was doing the same.

      “Mills, you’re on point,” she said, tucking two more clips into the largest pouch on her belt.

      “Sure,” the handsome sniper said. He peered at her with those frosty blue eyes, expression as emotionless as a shark’s. He didn’t salute, and she didn’t ask him to. He did his job, and that was enough.

      “Edwards, keep your cool, all right? Wait for them to come to us.” Hannan turned to face the largest member of the squad, a beefy man with a thick red beard and a shaved scalp. The private had a slightly vacant expression, which matched his demeanor. Edwards wasn’t smart, but he was loyal and took orders well.

      “Yes, sir,” Edwards said, giving her an eager nod. He picked up his heavy assault rifle, the TM-601. It weighed nearly sixty pounds, about three times her own TM-30.

      “Paterson,” she said, addressing the oldest member of the squad. Paterson wore a neatly trimmed beard that was beginning to gray, and had been in the 14th even longer than Hannan. For some reason he’d never advanced beyond private, and seemed happy with that. “I want you to keep an eye on the kid.” She didn’t wait for a reply, exiting the armory and starting up the corridor.

      “I’ve got your back, Duncan. Just stick close to me,” Paterson said, clapping the newest member of the squad on the back.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Duncan said, eyes flashing. The kid trotted up the corridor until he was even with Hannan. “Just show me where the Tigris are. I’ve been wanting a new lion-skin rug.”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Hannan said, eyes narrowing. “Stay in position, and listen to Paterson. If you get out of line again, I’ll toss your ass into the brig, Private. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Duncan said, sullenly.

      “Sarge,” Mills called from up the corridor. He dropped to one knee next to the hatch leading down to B deck, one fist raised to indicate they should stop.

      The squad froze, each making their profile as small as possible. Hannan glided forward, trying to be stealthy as she knelt next to Mills. “What have you got?”

      “See for yourself,” Mills whispered.

      Hannan peered down the corridor. About forty meters away a bronze spike had shot through the hull. It filled the corridor, and the tip punched through the inner wall. The area around the breach was thick with viscous black fluid, which the Tigris used to prevent attacked vessels from depressurizing. She could see an outline along the metal spike, and knew immediately what it was.

      “Boarding tube. They’re going to pop out of there any second,” she whispered. Hannan turned back to the squad, raising her arm and gesturing to the squad. They trotted forward, assuming defensive positions. Hannan waited until they were settled before speaking. “We’ll have contact in a few seconds. As soon as that hatch opens they’ll start pouring out. Let Mills pick them off. When they rush our position, cut them down. Let them come to us.”

      A sharp hiss sounded behind her, and Hannan whirled with a curse. The hatch along the spike slid down, and the first Tigris dropped into the hallway. It wore midnight armor that matched its fur well enough that she had a hard time knowing where the armor ended and fur began. The beast was taller than Edwards, and about twice as wide. It cradled a huge shotgun, a weapon the Tigris had adopted during the Eight-Year war.

      “End it, Mills,” she whispered.

      Mills brought the stock of his rifle to his shoulder, sighting down the scope. The motion was as smooth as it was fast, and less than two seconds later a sharp report echoed down the corridor. The bullet caught the Tigris above the left eye, and blood sprayed the bronze tube behind it as the beast collapsed to the deck.

      Hannan ducked to the left side of the hatch as answering fire came from the Tigris. The corridor filled with the hot smell of gunpowder, and the pings of slugs biting into the other side of the hatch.

      “They’re going to rush us,” Hannan called over the gunfire. “Get ready to push back.”

      She risked a glance around the hatch, and cursed when she saw the Tigris charging. Four black-furred cats bounded up the hallway, covering ten feet with every jump. She brought up the muzzle of her assault rifle and loosed a three-round burst at the closest target. It caught the cat in the chest, but the heavy armor shunted the impact. The cat was knocked prone, but was otherwise unharmed.

      Its companions bounded over it, and the first one leapt through the door. Edwards was waiting, and the deep angry booms of his TM-601 were deafening. The stream of slugs caught the cat in the face, sending it into a backwards spin. It flipped back through the doorway with a pitiful mew, but the next cat was already through. It landed next to Edwards, grabbing the barrel of his assault rifle with one hand.

      It yanked the weapon from Edwards’s grip, tossing it to the deck. Then the beast raked his armor with its claws, sending up a shower of sparks as Edwards toppled backwards. The cat leapt, pinning the big Marine to the deck as it savaged his neck armor with those massive jaws.

      Another cat came through, but Duncan and Paterson were ready. Their combined fire drove the cat back, then a lucky shot from the kid caught the cat in the face. It slumped to the deck, its body straddling the hatch.

      Hannan took a split second to assess, then decided that Edwards was most in need of help. She darted forward, ripping her sidearm from its holster. She planted the weapon against the back of the Tigris’s skull, and squeezed the trigger. The beast’s skull was thick, but not thick enough to take three high velocity rounds at close range. It collapsed onto Edwards, who groaned as he tossed the body aside.

      “Thanks, Sarge,” Edwards panted, his face and neck covered in blood. She hoped most of that was from the Tigris.

      “Get some,” Duncan yelled. Hannan’s head snapped up, her stomach sinking when she saw what was happening.

      Duncan had advanced past the hatch, into the hallway. There was no cover there, and he was completely unsupported. She was still rising to her feet when a black form flashed into view. It leveled its shotgun at Duncan’s chest, and the weapon boomed. Duncan was picked up and hurled backwards, landing in a heap.

      Paterson rushed into the corridor, unloading three-round bursts at the Tigris who’d shot Duncan. That Tigris went down, but answering fire from the other Tigris lit Paterson up. His body jerked as rounds punched through his armor, and he finally collapsed to the deck. Hannan knew he was dead.

      “Mills,” she snarled. “I’ll lay down suppressive fire. I want dead cats, and I want them now.”

      “Dead cats I can do,” he said. It was all he had to say. Hannan knew that Mills had more cause than most to hate the Tigris. His parents had been on a freighter wiped out by Tigris, during the war.

      Hannan dropped to one knee, shielding her body with the hatch as much as possible. She switched her weapon to full auto, and sprayed the corridor with a quarter clip’s worth of rounds. There were only three targets remaining, and all three ducked when she began firing.

      Mills brought his rifle up. It coughed once. Twice. Three times. All three cats collapsed to the deck.

      Hannan stopped firing, her chest heaving as she surveyed the carnage.

      “We did it,” Duncan said, stumbling awkwardly to his feet. His armor had been punctured over his right shoulder, which explained how he’d survived a Tigris shotgun blast. His gap-toothed grin made Hannan want to punch him. “We downed a Tigris boarding party. Hell yes.”

      “Shut up, kid,” Mills said. “We got lucky.”

      “What do you mean?” Duncan said, blinking. He was unaware of the blood coming from Paterson’s body, just a couple feet away.

      “These weren’t elites,” Hannan said, wearily. She moved down to Paterson, gently closing his eyes. She gave Duncan a hard look. “These are nothing more than privateers, not true Leonis Pride. If we’d fought elites all of us would be dead, thanks to that stunt you pulled.”
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      “Emo,” Nolan called, rising from his chair and moving toward the pilot’s chair. “I want you to decelerate.”

      “You want me to do what? Are you crazy?” Emo said, darting a look Nolan’s way that left no doubt how he felt about Nolan’s sanity. He looked around to the rest of the bridge crew. “Where’s the captain? This guy is going to get us killed.”

      “Ensign Gaden, I gave you a direct order,” Nolan snapped. He seized the back of Emo’s chair, the adrenaline surging through him. “Do it. Slow down to seventy-five percent acceleration.”

      Nolan spun to face the comm officer. “Juliard, tell Engineering to shut down engine number four.”

      “Aye, sir,” Juliard responded, her voice calm. Though her expression showed a healthy dose of fear, she bent to her terminal and began punching in commands.

      Nolan released Emo’s chair and moved back to his own, eyes fixed on the view screen as he waited to see if his tactic would work.

      “Sir, the Tigris are closing the gap between us. They’ll be in range to grapple in nine seconds,” Emo said, spinning his chair to face Nolan.

      “I’m aware of that. When they’re three seconds out, I want you to do a full burn in the three active engines. That should get us into that asteroid field,” Nolan ordered, forcing himself to lean back in the chair.

      “Ahh, I see what you’re up to,” Captain Dryker said, ducking through the hatch. He carried a plate of the yellow protein that passed for eggs, but tasted a lot more like styrofoam. “You want them to think we’re more wounded than we are, that their boarding teams disabled an engine. Don’t let me interrupt.”

      Nolan clenched a fist, then took a deep breath. Putting him in charge had been the worst kind of recklessness, but he’d only have a chance to be angry about it if they survived the next three minutes.

      “The Tigris warship is following us into the asteroid field,” Emo warned. He tilted the stick, and the Johnston bucked wildly as it swerved around an asteroid that dwarfed both itself and the pursuing warship.

      Nolan was silent as Emo expertly threaded their way through the asteroid field. They passed within a dozen feet of chunks of rock large enough to crush their vessel. The Tigris warship showed up as a red blip on the mini-map in the corner of the display. It was close, but no longer gaining.

      “Juliard, connect me to Engineering,” he ordered, again forcing himself to relax in the chair. His next move was a gamble. If it paid off, they had a chance. If not—well, at least he wouldn’t be around to be chastised for it.

      “You’re live, sir,” Juliard said.

      “Engineering, I want you to ignite engine four on my mark. Give it everything you’ve got,” he ordered, leaning forward and raising a hand even though he knew they couldn’t see it. Nolan watched the view screen as the Johnston plunged deeper into the asteroid field. Rocks of all sizes flew around them, and it was a testament to Emo’s skill that they survived.

      The Tigris vessel hadn’t broken off, but the gap had widened as the cats struggled to keep up. They were bigger and faster, but less maneuverable.

      “Mark,” Nolan said, dropping his hand. The ship surged as the fourth engine came back online. “Emo, use that large asteroid as cover, then bring us about.”

      “Acknowledged, sir,” Emo said, pouring on the speed. Nolan’s stomach lurched as the vessel passed under the largest asteroid they’d yet seen. He couldn’t actually feel the inertia, but his eyes tricked his body into thinking it could.

      They passed under the asteroid and, as soon as it screened them from the Tigris, Emo flipped the vessel. The ship came about, its nose aimed in the direction from which the Tigris would appear.

      “Ezana, warm up the main cannon,” Nolan ordered.

      “Target, sir?” the chief asked, a sheen of sweat covering his forehead.

      “Use the turrets to soften up that depression at the base of the asteroid. Fire the main cannon into the rift that opens up,” Nolan ordered, studying the asteroid. “Hold your fire until the moment the Tigris vessel comes into view.”

      The next eight seconds were the most tense of Nolan’s life. He’d never been in a real ship-to-ship combat, and he had that eternity to contemplate the consequences of his plan. If it didn’t work, they’d be helpless.

      “Fire,” Nolan roared, the instant the sleek body of the enemy ship appeared below them.

      The gauss cannons began their staccato, sending slug after slug into the asteroid. A deep hum built within the bowels of the ship, then rose to a high-pitched whine. The Johnston’s main gun—the most powerful weapon humanity had ever developed—fired a tank-sized hunk of depleted uranium into the asteroid with the force of a many-megaton bomb.

      The shot sent a magnetic ripple from the barrel, as the cannon dispersed the excess energy. The rift they’d fired into became a canyon; a quarter of the massive asteroid peeled off as the explosion flung it straight into the Tigris vessel. The ship was tough, its tritanium hull strong enough to deal with the stresses of entering a star. But it wasn’t tough enough to deal with the impact of thousands of tons of dense rock.

      The Tigris vessel exploded in a brilliant shower of debris, and the bridge crew began to cheer.
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      Nolan’s chest was heaving, more from adrenaline than true exertion. The clapping died down and he was left staring at Captain Dryker, who was still spooning eggs into his mouth. Dryker stared back, unperturbed.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Nolan demanded, something hot slithering into his vision. “We could have all been killed. You abandoned your command during combat.”

      “What the hell were you thinking, sir,” Dryker corrected mildly. He set his now-empty plate on top of a nearby monitor, then turned back to Nolan. “You came to us from Fleet Command, did you not?”

      “Yes, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Nolan said. He was aware of the heat in his voice, aware that he was addressing a superior officer.

      “It has everything to do with the situation,” Dryker said, narrowing his eyes. “I wanted to see what you were made of, Commander. You have precisely zero combat experience. You were too young to fight in the Tigris war, and your resumé says you’re an analyst.”

      “That’s why I have such an issue with your behavior,” Nolan shot back, rising from the captain’s chair. “If I’d frozen up, we’d all be dead. You were reckless, sir.”

      “Was I?” Dryker said, rolling the words around as if he were trying to decide if he liked the way they tasted. “I won’t have an officer on my ship who can’t fight, Commander. You’re green, and you need experience. Guess how you get that experience?”

      Nolan was silent for a moment as he considered his reply. He didn’t have time before the captain plunged ahead.

      “You know who I am. You know what I did in the war,” Dryker said, folding his arms as he speared Nolan with his gaze. “I needed to know that you were competent, and that you could think on your feet. I was close enough to resume command if you couldn’t handle it.”

      “I still disagree with the decision,” Nolan protested. He wasn’t quite ready to let it go, but didn’t know what he could accomplish by pushing the issue.

      “I know. I disagree with you being posted here in the first place, but we’re the 14th. We haven’t seen new equipment since before the Tigris war. We work with what little Fleet gives us,” Dryker said. He gave a heavy sigh. “I’ve read your dossier, Commander. I know what they say about you. That you can’t keep it in your pants, and getting caught with the wrong admiral’s daughter is how you lost your cushy Fleet gig and ended up here.”

      “Respectfully, you can go frag yourself, sir.”

      “Well, you’ve got some fire at least,” the captain said. He turned to Juliard. “Lieutenant, have Hannan’s squad head to the shuttle bay. The commander will be joining them for a little jaunt to the planet.”

      “Jaunt to the planet?” Nolan found himself asking. He clenched both fists, willing himself to take deep breaths.

      “That’s right,” Dryker said, turning back to him. His brown eyes bored into Nolan. “You’re on a combat vessel now, Nolan. You don’t get to push paper and chase skirts. We work for a living out there. You’ve been trained as an OFI field agent, so this should be a cake walk. We were called here to investigate the sudden silence of the Mar Kona colony. It’s high time we were about that, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Sir, is it wise to have command personnel leave the vessel?” Nolan said, in one last attempt to get the captain to see reason.

      “We do things differently out there, Commander,” Dryker said, leaning in close. Now his breath smelled of fake eggs and coffee. “You’re going planet side, because we want someone with command authority in a position to react quickly. We don’t know what to expect down there. Now get your ass off my bridge and down to the shuttle bay.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Oh, and Commander?” Dryker said as Nolan moved for the hatch.

      Nolan paused.

      “Nice work. You’ve got a real head for tactics.”
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      Nolan wasn’t sure what the hell to think as he made his way below decks. The ship wasn’t massive, but corridors were tight and it took several minutes to reach the shuttle bay. During that time, he alternated between being pleased that he’d commanded his first combat and being angry at the captain’s actions.

      Dryker was a hero. He’d been one of the last five people to survive the Tigris attack on the Elbas station, and it had been that battle that led to the Tigris offering a truce. Dryker was a legend.

      Of course, Dryker had also been exiled to the 14th fleet while all four of his contemporaries had moved into the admiralty. After today, Nolan was pretty sure he understood why.

      Nolan ducked through the final hatch and into the single largest room on the Johnston. It was about fifty feet across and thirty feet wide, with the vast majority of the space taken up by a sleek black shuttle. Four people were already clustered outside of it, and as Nolan approached he heard a booming laugh.

      It came from a man roughly the size and shape of a brick wall. His beard was even the right shade for the comparison. The man had a bandage around his neck—and he wasn’t the only wounded member of the group. Another Marine, this one still in his teens, was drenched in blood. It covered the back of his TX-11 armor, and a hasty patch had been applied to what looked to be a Tigris slug hole in the front.

      “Attention,” barked a third figure, the shortest of the lot. She was pretty, in a severe sort of way. Her scalp looked recently shaved, and her armor was dented and scarred from repeated use.

      Both wounded Marines snapped to attention, as did the woman who’d spoken. The last figure, a man with corporal’s stars, sat calmly on an ammo crate, carefully using a rag to clean the inside of the barrel of a sniper rifle. He looked up and nodded at Nolan, but didn’t rise or salute.

      “Is there a problem, Corporal…?” Nolan said, folding his arms.

      “Mills,” the man said, looking up from his rifle. “Yeah, there’s a problem. Word is you’re a womanizing paper pusher who’s never seen combat.”

      “Since this is our first meeting, I’m going to let your insubordination slide,” Nolan said, staring Mills down. “You don’t know anything about me, Corporal. Don’t judge me until your own morality has been tested. You have no idea what happened, or what I was asked to do.”

      “Mills, I’ve had about enough of this shit,” the short woman said, her voice calm. She took two steps forward, then wound up and clocked the seated Marine in the jaw. He crashed to the deck, then scrambled to his feet.

      Mills’s face tightened in anger as he regained his feet, but he looked apologetically at the woman who’d knocked him on his ass. “Sorry, Sarge.”

      “What’s our motto, Mills?” the woman asked, leaning forward to stare directly into the sniper’s face.

      “Be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everyone you meet,” Mills replied, looking up at her with icy blue eyes.

      “You just broke the ‘polite, professional’ part of that,” she said. “Don’t let it happen again.”

      “I recognize the quote,” Nolan said. “Major General James Mattis.”

      “That’s right,” the woman said. She eyed him curiously. “Listen, I know this first meeting crap is awkward, so let’s move past it. I’m Sergeant Hannan. That’s Mills, obviously. The young one is Duncan. The big one is Edwards.”

      Nolan nodded at each of them in turn.

      “There’s only one thing you need to know if you’re going to ride with us,” Hannan continued. “You’re strategy. You tell us the objective. We’re tactics. We achieve that objective. I know you have operational authority, but I expect to be given charge of my unit. You want us to keep you alive, you stay out of our way and let us do our jobs. That work for you?”

      Nolan could see from the squad’s expression exactly what was happening here. If he exerted authority, it would make him look like an arrogant officer. If he caved, then he’d effectively be ceding authority to Sergeant Hannan.

      “I’ll leave you to conduct basic operations, Sergeant,” Nolan said.

      Hannan’s smile grew predatory.

      “But make no mistake,” he said. “I’m the Command Officer here. You will follow any orders I give without question. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal. Sir,” Hannan said, a scowl replacing her smile.
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      “Mills, take us down over there. Land on the south pad,” Hannan ordered, gesturing at the wide plasteel pad the local police on Mar Kona used. It was curiously empty, as was the entirety of the Mar Kona colony. No ships flitted between skyscrapers. No pedestrians clogged the pristine streets. Hannan didn’t like it, not one bit.

      “Sarge, where did everyone get to?” Edwards asked, leaning forward over Mills to peer through the shuttle’s view screen. Mills gave Edwards an annoyed glance, but didn’t say anything. He guided the shuttle down until it bumped gently against the pad.

      “That’s what we’re here to find out,” Commander Nolan said, before Hannan could offer a reply.

      Her jaw clicked shut, and she suppressed the urge to deck the smug bastard.

      “Sergeant,” Nolan said, “scan for communications, please.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hannan replied, nodding to Mills.

      Mills tapped a series of commands on the shuttle’s console, and a green light began to blink slowly. After a moment it turned yellow, then a solid red. Text scrolled across the screen, and Mills turned to face her. “Looks like there’s a single distress beacon about two clicks into the jungle south of us, near some old ruins.”

      “Ruins?” Edwards said, still looming over Mills. “I thought this was a human colony.”

      “It is,” Nolan said. He’d already risen, and was walking to the back of the shuttle. He pulled a tactical vest from the wall, fitting it over his simple grey body armor. The vest carried everything from spare clips of universal rounds to a couple of compressed MREs. “This place didn’t always belong to humans, though. The Primo empire was much larger, once upon a time. The ruins belonged to them at some point.”

      “Edwards, stow the chatter. Get focused,” Hannan said, rising from the co-pilot’s chair. She grabbed a tactical vest as well. “Duncan, you with us?”

      The wide-eyed kid was even more wide-eyed than usual, probably from the cocktail his suit was feeding him—or maybe from the remorse of getting another soldier killed. He blinked up at her. “Present, Sarge. Ready to kick some ass.”

      “Mills, I want you roaming. Stay within two hundred meters,” she ordered, slapping the large red button next to the shuttle’s deployment ramp. It whined as it descended, hissing as the shuttle’s atmosphere normalized with Mar Kona’s. The place smelled like flowers, and she could hear birds and monkeys chattering in the background. It was damned unnerving after a lifetime spent in space.

      “You won’t see me, but I’ll be there,” Mills said, snatching up his rifle as he passed. He leapt off the ramp and started trotting south.

      “Duncan, I want you on point. Edwards, take the rear. I’ll be in the middle with our esteemed commander,” she said, walking down the ramp. Edwards and Duncan moved into their assigned positions and they all began moving south, away from the city. Nolan moved into step next to Hannan.

      “You don’t like me, do you?” the commander asked, low enough that only she could hear.

      The question caught her off guard. She didn’t like him, but it was rare for an officer to be direct. That was a small mark in his favor.

      “No, I don’t,” she said, deciding that honesty was best. She scanned the jungle before her, an intimidating mass of trees and flowers. Anything could be hiding in there.

      “Why?” Nolan asked. He’d drawn his sidearm, and cradled the weapon in both hands. At least he’d been trained to shoot, though she doubted the low-caliber pistol would be much use against Tigris. Not unless he got a head shot.

      “Because Mills was right. You’re a paper pusher,” Hannan said, quickening her pace. Both Duncan and Edwards matched it automatically, and after a moment Nolan did too. “You were exiled to the 14th because you pissed someone off. Scuttlebutt is that you slept with the wrong woman, but I don’t give a shit about that. I care about your ability to command in combat. If you mess up, my men pay the price. We can’t afford to have a paper pusher giving orders. That’s how people die.”

      “That’s fair,” Nolan said, nodding. He already wore a thin sheen of sweat, and his breathing was a little ragged. Too much time behind a desk. “I’m not trained to be a Marine. Hell I’m not trained to be a Fleet Commander. I worked in tactical, and my whole goal was to work up the OFI command structure.”

      “Oh,” Hannan said, grimacing. The OFI was a dirty word to enlisted personnel. The Office of Fleet Intelligence existed to make life difficult for every other branch of service, and acted like they were the sole reason humanity had held its own against the Tigris.

      “That said, since I’m here, I’m going to do my best to be a good officer,” Nolan continued.

      Hannan, studying the jungle as they approached the trees, didn’t answer that. “Shut up, sir,” she said, dropping to one knee behind a giant root that snaked from one of the trunks. She held up a fist, and both Edwards and Duncan took cover. Nolan did the same a moment later, but she wasn’t watching him.

      “What is it?” Nolan hissed.

      “Mills,” she said, nodding to a tree about fifty meters into the tree line. Somehow Mills had scaled one of the massive trunks, and was using a mirror to reflect sunlight back in her direction. “He’s spotted something.”

      “Contact,” Edwards yelled.

      Something was sprinting through the trees. Hannan couldn’t make out much; the figure was using some sort of stealth tech and, except for a faint ripple, it blended almost perfectly with the foliage around it. The only reason she was able to track it was the swaying of the bushes as it passed.

      The figure paused, and two head-sized balls of blue energy shot in their direction. The first obliterated the root she’d been hiding behind, and Hannan dove out of the way. She rolled through mud and leaves, coming up behind a thick tree trunk.

      She risked a glance around the trunk, then darted back into cover. “It’s at six o’clock. Edwards, Duncan, move to flank that thing. Now.”

      “What about me?” Nolan asked. He was crouched behind a trunk, peering around it. Damned fool was going to get his head shot off.

      “Keep out of sight,” she snapped, darting forward a few feet and diving behind another root. Three more balls of energy flashed, sending up a spray of debris as the area she’d just occupied exploded. “They’re using plasma weapons, so keep moving. Cover won’t save you.”

      “Mills,” she barked into her comm. “End that thing.”

      “Acknowledged,” Mills murmured back.

      There was a sharp crack from the tree where Mills was crouched, and the insubstantial figure suddenly stumbled forward. Whatever cloaking tech it was using failed, giving her the first look at the alien. It was tall—maybe two meters—and bipedal, with some sort of rifle clutched in one hand. Its armor was a smooth blue alloy, like nothing she’d ever seen. Its chest tapered down into a waist far narrower than a human’s. The legs were just as thin, though clearly still powerful.

      For a moment, she thought it was a robot of some type, but Mill’s shot had cored the thing through the chest and orange blood had spattered the ground all around it. The creature turned, and blurred back into the jungle.

      “Holy crap,” Edwards called. “That thing is moving fifty clicks an hour.”
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      Nolan rose slowly from behind the tree trunk, scanning the area where the strange armored figure had been shot. Orange blood splattered the leaves, and a trail of it led into the jungle.

      Hannan spoke into her mic. “Mills, get back to the jungle floor and track that thing. It’s moving in the direction of the distress beacon.”

      “Belay that,” Nolan ordered, holstering his as-yet-unfired pistol. He moved to stand next to Hannan, who was glaring up at him as if awaiting an explanation. Was he making the right move? “Sergeant Hannan, have your squad take up defensive positions, and get ready for incoming.”

      “What makes you think we’re about to have incoming? We ran across a single scout, which is wounded and probably making for its unit,” Hannan protested. She was much shorter, but still managed to intimidate the hell out of Nolan. “We need to move, and move quickly. These things could already have reached the beacon.”

      Nolan considered for a long moment. He was an inexperienced paper pusher, as Hannan had pointed out. But he’d also been through officer training, and had been the top analyst in his division. Something about this situation didn’t sit well. Where were all the people? Even the Marines guarding Mar Kona had been taken.

      In the end the captain’s words decided it for him. If he was going to be a part of this crew, then he needed to act like a leader. That might mean making mistakes, but even mistakes were better than inaction.

      “Just do it, Sergeant,” he said. “This is strategy, not tactics. Your disagreement is noted, and I encourage you to include it in your report to the captain.” He glanced around the clearing. “Tactical placement is your call, but get these men into a defensive perimeter.”

      “Fine,” Hannan snapped. She turned to face the tree where they’d last seen Mills. He might still be there, but there was no sign of him. “Mills, keep a look-out for approaching hostiles. Edwards, use that V between those two large roots for cover. That should give you a good firing lane. Duncan, you’re watching our rear.”

      Nolan watched the Marines move, impressed by their precision. Within a few moments they’d followed orders, and all four of them had overlapping fields of fire. Nolan drew his pistol again, though he knew he wouldn’t be much more than a bystander if it did come to combat. He was a good shot, but he’d brought the wrong weapon for prolonged fire fights.

      Several minutes passed, and Nolan began to sweat. Not just because he was overly warm, but also because he was starting to doubt himself. Were these unknown assailants already at the beacon? Had his decision to fortify their position, instead of pursue the aliens, cost whomever set the beacon their life?

      “Contact,” Mills whispered over the radio. “At least three hostiles, moving through the jungle in your direction. None of them are leaking blood, so I don’t think it’s the same one we ran into.”

      “Paint the lead target,” Hannan whispered back, her voice amplified by Nolan’s earpiece. “The second it’s in range, Edwards and I will light it up. Mills, you’ll shift to targets of opportunity. Duncan, keep your eyes on our northern flank.”

      The next few minutes were agonizing. Nolan stayed low behind a tree trunk, most of his body concealed by tall ferns. He darted glances in the direction Mills had said the hostiles were coming from, but occasionally looked back in Duncan’s direction, too.

      Then all hell broke loose. Something shimmered in the distance. Nolan wouldn’t have thought much of it, except that a red laser appeared on the thing’s chest. Then Edwards’s TM-601 filled the jungle with thunder as slugs tore into the target. A second stream of slugs, belched at a higher pitch, shot from Hannan’s position, and the shimmering target lost its stealth tech. It faded back into view, its entire body riddled with holes, and was flung backwards to land in a heap at the base of a large tree.

      Cracks sounded from Mills’s tree, presumably more shots from his sniper rifle. Nolan leaned up from cover, just a few inches, but couldn’t see what Mills was firing at.

      “Help!” Duncan yelled, not more than a dozen feet behind him. Nolan spun to see a figure shimmer into existence next to Duncan. Three glowing blades extended from one of its wrists—some sort of plasma weapon, crackling with blue energy.

      Nolan brought his pistol up, but it was like moving through molasses. The hostile was just too fast. It brought its blades down in a tight arc, plunging them into Duncan’s chest. They sank into the Marine’s heart as if his armor were cloth. The teen twitched once, then toppled to the ground.

      Nolan squeezed the trigger as fast as he could, and the alien’s head jerked backwards as a shot ricocheted off its faceplate. That got its attention. It darted forward, gliding across the jungle floor like a hunting cat. It was clearly fixed on Nolan, and he knew there was no way he’d be able to run.

      A crack sounded behind him, and the thing’s head ceased to exist. Its body toppled to the ground near Duncan’s.

      “You’re welcome,” came Mills’s voice over the comm.

      “Thank you,” Nolan mumbled, the adrenaline spiking. He stared at the body, wanting to approach but somehow convinced the thing was still dangerous.

      “Clear,” Hannan yelled across the clearing. She came striding up to him, a stream of smoke still rising from the barrel of her rifle. “You all right? You look a little shaken.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Nolan said, though he did feel a little ill.

      A boom shook the jungle, much more powerful than any of the gunshots. It was almost enough to knock Nolan from his feet, and he stumbled back into a tree. Then a second boom sounded, and a third. With a sickening feeling, Nolan realized what was happening.

      “Get down,” he roared, sprinting toward Hannan. He tackled her into the underbrush just as a fourth boom sounded from only a dozen feet away. It picked him and Hannan up, flinging them into a wide puddle in a spray of muddy water.
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      The ringing drowned out all other sound. Nolan shook his head, staggering from the muddy water to the shore where Hannan was already recovering. A detached part of his mind remembered that her armor would pump her full of stims. He wished he had something similar, but his more generic armor didn’t come with the same load-out.

      “How did you know?” Hannan asked.

      Her voice was muffled. Distant. Nolan shook his head again.

      “I heard the first three explosions. Back at the OFI training academy, we studied insurgents. Booby-trapping weapons and armor that they were forced to leave behind was common,” he said. His voice sounded strange in his own ears, but the sharp ringing was fading.

      Edwards had already approached, but there was no sign of Mills. In the trees, probably. There were signs of Duncan, all over the jungle. Nolan fought back the nausea. He stumbled over to the most recognizable part, and picked up the private’s dog tags. Nolan tucked them into a pocket, aware that Hannan was watching him.

      “That’s not what I meant. How did you know that they’d come for us?” Hannan asked, cocking her head. “If we hadn’t set up a defensive perimeter we’d all be dead now.”  She offered Nolan a hand. “We owe you, Commander.”

      “Thanks,” Nolan said, accepting her hand. She had a firm grip. He released it, and sat heavily on a fallen log. “I just need a minute, then I’m ready to head to the beacon. You asked how I knew? Look around us. Every last person in Mar Kona is gone, and that includes the Marines. Whoever or whatever these things are, they’re tough enough to overwhelm everything. I didn’t think they’d be terribly impressed by one more Marine squad, and saw no reason they wouldn’t try to take us, too.”

      “That makes a lot of sense,” Hannan conceded, with a nod. “If they’re gathering people, then they’d want to gather us too. As soon as they knew we were here, they sent a group to overwhelm us.”

      “Exactly,” Nolan said, standing up. “I think I’m ready to move now. Shall we head to the beacon and see what’s what?”

      “That’s up to you, sir,” Hannan said, giving him a respectful nod. “You’re in charge. You proved that.”

      “All right then, disperse your squad as you see fit, and let’s see if whoever set that beacon is still around to be rescued,” Nolan said.

      He was dimly aware of Hannan barking orders over the comm. Edwards marched in the jungle behind them, while Hannan led them in the direction of the beacon. Mills was no doubt lurking somewhere above, and it was somehow reassuring that Nolan couldn’t see him. Maybe that meant these strange aliens couldn’t either.

      “Commander?” Hannan asked, her eyes ceaselessly scanning the jungle as they advanced.

      “Yeah?” Nolan asked, trying with limited success to mimic the way she moved.

      “I’ve never seen aliens like this, never even heard of them. You’re OFI, or were anyway. Do the spooks know anything they’re not saying?” Hannan asked. Her voice was pitched low, and her attention never wavered from the jungle ahead of them.

      “We’ve never seen anything like this, at least not that I know of,” Nolan said, keeping pace. “Their technology is clearly advanced. I’ve never seen handheld plasma weapons this small, or any weapons with that kind of punch.”

      “I thought only Primo used plasma weapons,” Hannan said.

      “That’s what I thought, too. They’ve never let the tech get out,” Nolan replied. Something about this made him uneasy. “The weapons we saw were both smaller and more powerful than anything I’ve seen the Primo use. I’d hate to see what kind of ship these things arrived in.”

      They were silent for the rest of the trek and, fifteen minutes later, finally reached a ridge that looked down on a jungle-filled valley. In the center of the valley stood magnificent ruins cut from some sort of white stone, ringed by a large wall that was broken in several places. Two huge statues, worn smooth by the millennia, stood atop the gate leading in.

      “Looks empty,” Hannan said, though her tone was dubious.

      “One way to find out,” Nolan said, starting down the trail that led into the valley.

      “Hold on,” came a voice from behind them. “We can make this a lot faster.” Mills stepped from the jungle not more than ten feet away. Nolan had had no idea the man was there until he spoke.

      Mills began fitting attachments onto his rifle. He stuck what appeared to be a harpoon in the barrel, added a spool of thick wire to the side, and took aim at the wall below. Then he fired, and the harpoon sank into the wall, leaving the wire in its wake, which Mills affixed to a nearby tree, taking up the slack and pulling it tight before tying it off.

      “A zipline?” Nolan asked, impressed.

      “Yeah, should shave a few hours off our time,” Mills said. He hooked a carabiner over the line, then slid down into the valley.
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      Ziplining was a new experience for Nolan, but there was something exhilarating about sailing over the strange jungle. He landed at the base of the wall next to the others—and if his landing wasn’t as graceful as Hannan’s, at least he wasn’t embarrassed.

      “The beacon is sixty meters past the wall, outside whatever that structure is,” Hannan said, peering around the wall and into the courtyard.

      “Movement?” Edwards asked. The big man had been quiet since Duncan’s death.

      “None. The beacon is just sitting there. I don’t see any movement. It’s possible whoever set that thing has already been taken,” Hannan said. She turned to Mills, who was crouched on the other side of the gateway leading into the courtyard. “Get high, Mills. See what you can see.”

      Mills nodded, then trotted down the wall until he reached a broken section. The speed with which he ascended shocked Nolan. Sure, their armor gave them an advantage, but these people were incredibly skilled. Given the 14th’s reputation, that shouldn’t have been the case.

      “Edwards, advance inside. Follow the wall and keep a bead on that beacon,” Hannan ordered.  She stepped inside the courtyard, sinking to one knee behind a fallen column. “That leaves the beacon for you, Commander.”

      Nolan took a deep breath and walked into the courtyard. Part of him expected to be disintegrated, but nothing stirred as he approached the little metal ball. He stopped next to it, peering down at the flashing red light on the side. He reached down and picked it up.

      “It’s Tigris make,” he yelled over his shoulder. “I’m guessing it belonged to a science team, given the debris we found when we first arrived in system.”

      “You’re correct, human,” came a feminine voice from behind him. Nolan whirled to see a figure crouched in the shadows. He couldn’t make out much, but he spotted a golden tail swishing around her shoulder. Her accent was clipped and polished, something like human British. “I set the beacon, and I was a member of a science team dispatched to these ruins.”

      “You were using us as bait,” Hannan yelled, rising from cover and stalking toward the figure.

      “You’re more perceptive than I was led to believe Marines of the 14th fleet could be,” she said, finally stepping into the light. She had thick, golden fur and a well-muscled frame. Leonis Pride nobility, Nolan was certain. “I apologize for the deception, but it was a necessary one. The rest of my team has already been taken and, unless someone capable of rescue showed up, I was planning on hiding indefinitely.”

      “How long have you been here?” Nolan asked. He re-holstered the pistol he’d unconsciously drawn when she’d first spoken.

      “Four days,” the Tigris said, holding up a four-fingered paw. She approached slowly, her nose twitching as she crept closer. “We were researching until yesterday night, when the strangers arrived. They had three ships, and began loading in anyone they could catch. They had teams of…well, invisible soldiers. Those soldiers gathered everyone, and took them into the ships.”

      “How did you escape? They seemed pretty thorough,” Hannan asked, eyes narrowed. Nolan noticed she was still gripping her rifle, as if ready to fire.

      “I was blessed by Tigana,” the Tigris said. She blushed. “My team was documenting the surface ruins, and I was the only person below. We came because this place began emitting a signal just a few months ago—a signal older than should be possible, as it predates the Primo empire. We wanted to discover the source.”

      “How did being underground help? Didn’t these things go inside?” Nolan asked. He knew he wasn’t getting the whole truth, though he accepted what she had said so far.

      “They did,” the Tigris said. She glanced at the entrance to the structure dominating the compound. “I discovered the source of the signal. It was coming from a communications array deep inside, and it appeared to be powered by a stabilized singularity. That’s tech we’ve only seen in the Helios Gates, and I realized that it would probably mask other signals. I hid near the generator, and they never came for me. I guess it worked.”

      “Do you have a name?” Nolan asked.

      “Lena of Pride Leonis,” the Tigris said.

      “Lena, there’s no way to soften this. Your vessel has been destroyed. We can give you a lift off this rock, if you’ll give us a full report about everything you encountered here,” Nolan offered. He didn’t really have the authority to transport her anywhere but, as she was the only viable lead, a white lie seemed acceptable.

      “I’d expected as much,” she said, ears drooping. “The Revelation wasn’t built for war. I’m willing to tell you everything I know. I had a lot of friends on that vessel. I’ll do whatever I can to see that whoever is behind these attacks is brought to justice.”

      “Lena,” Hannan asked, drawing the Tigris’s attention. “Did these things take anything but people?”

      “Not that I saw, though they did search the ruins. I got the sense they were looking for something, though I don’t know what. I couldn’t understand their language,” Lena said, shrugging apologetically. “It’s possible they were seeking something in the ruins but, whatever it was, they didn’t find it.”

      “Thanks for your candor,” Nolan said, reaching for his comm. He thumbed it. “Johnston, this is away group one. We’ve recovered a single refugee. We’re returning to the ship.”

      “Holy shit,” Edwards said, drawing Nolan’s attention.

      A ship broke the jungle cover in the distance. It was unlike anything Nolan had ever seen.
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      Nolan snapped his visor down and set it to Record. What he was seeing was surreal. A ship easily twice the size of the Johnston hovered over the jungle, its metallic blue surface different from anything Nolan had encountered. The ship was curved, with two pincher-like wings extending from a central body, in a sort of stylized V.

      “Uh, what is that thing doing?” Hannan asked. No one answered.

      A deep thrum passed over them, something powerful just beyond the edge of hearing. Then a small blue light formed between the wings. The ball grew larger until it began to crackle and spark, then the weapon discharged. The ball shot into the jungle, vaporizing another section of the ruins. Nothing remained but a smoking crater.

      “Let’s move,” Nolan said. He didn’t pause, just broke into a full sprint. The others followed, including Lena. No one needed to ask why.

      The thrumming grew more powerful, and Nolan realized why. The ship was approaching.

      “Pick up the pace, people,” Hannan yelled. She broke past Nolan, sprinting for the tree line. Nolan willed his exhausted muscles to work faster, but both Edwards and Mills burst past him.

      Lena matched his pace, and she seemed just as winded as he was. They kept moving, adrenaline and fear motivating them forward. The thrumming grew louder still, but Nolan didn’t risk a glance over his shoulder. He saved everything for the run ahead of him, giving a sigh of relief when they finally reached the jungle.

      He slid to a halt next to a massive tree with a million roots, and finally risked a glance back the way they’d come. The strange ship was now hovering directly over the ruins they’d just left. A ball of energy had already begun to grow, and Nolan winced when he realized the kind of destruction it would leave.

      The ship fired, and the resulting explosion vaporized the ruins. The wave of destruction continued outward, expanding toward the jungle. Nolan took a deep breath, and made his peace. He watched the energy approach, then finally stop a dozen paces from the tree line. When it was done, another crater had been created. The ruins were gone, and so was the surrounding valley.

      “It’s leaving,” Hannan said, pointing skyward. Nolan followed her finger.

      The ship was breaking orbit, and heading directly toward the sun.

      “Should we warn the Johnston?” Edwards asked.

      “No,” Nolan said, absently. He was still staring at the retreating ship. “It will take several minutes for our transmission to reach them, and by that time it’ll be too late to plot an intercept course. After what we just saw, I do not want to reveal our location. We’ll wait for these things to leave, then shuttle back to the Johnston. Dryker can decide what to do with all this.”
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      Captain Dryker entered his quarters in a foul mood. He closed and sealed the hatch behind him, then sat heavily on his bunk. What the hell had he just gotten mixed up in? The ship that had left Mar Kona had been unlike anything recorded in mankind’s brief sojourn as a spacefaring race. It was possible that the Tigris or the Primo might know more about them, but he wouldn’t be allowed to contact them outside diplomatic channels. Especially given that they’d just destroyed a Tigris warship.

      New races didn’t just suddenly appear, especially new races with technology that rivaled or exceeded the Primo. It was a conundrum, and one he simply didn’t have enough data to analyze. So he gave up for the time being. Dryker laid down, fluffing the flat, shapeless pillow as much as possible.

      “Captain, this is CIC,” Juliard said, her voice coming from his comm.

      “If we’re not under attack, it can wait,” he said, pulling off one of his boots and tossing it in the corner.

      “Admiral Mendez would like to speak to you, sir.” Juliard’s tone conveyed a great deal about the urgency.

      Damn it. Dryker had served under Mendez in the last war, and he still owed the old man.

      “Put it through,” Dryker said, picking up the tablet from his desk and routing the call there. The green and white logo for the Quantum Network appeared, and a moment later the admiral’s face sprung into existence. His dark hair now sported a few patches of grey, especially in his thick beard.

      “Ahh, Jim. I’m so glad I was able to reach you.” The admiral gave him a warm smile. He snipped the end off a cigar, holding it between his thumb and forefinger rather than lighting it.

      “What’s this about, Manny?” Dryker asked. He pulled off his other boot and tossed it in the corner.

      “Why don’t you tell me, Jim?” the admiral replied, raising a thick eyebrow. “I’ve got a report from your XO claiming he was pushed into a combat situation that could have wiped out everyone aboard the Johnston.”

      “You were the one who told me he was some kind of prodigy,” Dryker said. He tugged off his Fleet jacket and dropped it on the floor. “You and I both know he’d never have been busted to the 14th if he hadn’t been sleeping with your daughter. Nolan’s spent the last four years learning to fight Tigris and Primo alike. He knows their vessels, their tactics, and our capabilities better than anyone. He also performed extremely well during officer testing, ranking in the top 3% of his class. He’s OFI material, through and through. I needed to see if all that was bullshit, or if he was as good as you claimed.”

      “And if you’d been wrong? If he’d frozen up?” Mendez shot back. His gaze hardened. “The kid’s right, Dryker. It was reckless.”

      “We play by different rules out here. Even if we didn’t, the vessel I had Nolan engage was a privateer, not the Claw of Tigrana,” Dryker countered. He stopped undressing and faced the tablet. “The 14th isn’t given anything in the way of resources, and you know it. Our only prayer is making the best use of the little we’re provided. I’m getting ready to retire, Manny. This kid will likely replace me in the next year. I either need to get him up to speed, or wash him out. I’m tired, and I don’t have a lot of options. Besides, I’m not falling for your bullshit. I know you too well.”

      “What do you mean?” the admiral said, leaning back in his chair. He was focused on his unlit cigar, and didn’t meet Dryker’s gaze. That told Dryker everything he needed to know. Manny was playing games.

      “I just reported the wreckage of two Tigris ships in human space. I’ve included data about new technology, and potentially a new race,” Dryker said. He waited until Manny met his gaze before continuing. “One of the vessels destroyed was science-class, which means the Leonis Pride is going to be pissed. When they find out we have one of their royal family on board, they’ll be even more pissed. Yet you haven’t brought up any of that. You’re grilling me about a routine command decision concerning my XO. What the hell, Manny? Stop playing games. Why did you really call?”

      “All right, if you want to play it that way,” Mendez replied. He withdrew a silver lighter, lit his cigar, and took two experimental puffs. “The Tigris have lobbied our embassy to turn over the UFC Johnston. Since the admiralty knew that would mean the deaths of the entire crew, we sought another option. Apparently, the Primo are willing to intercede. They’ll provide a neutral meeting ground, and will render judgement once both parties have presented their findings. You’re to report to Theras Prime and turn yourself over to the Primo.”

      “What?” Dryker said, blinking. “Are you serious, Manny? We just encountered a new race, one that appears to be wiping out human colonies. Mar Kona was gone. Every last person. And you want me to waste time playing politics?”

      “You’re damn right I do,” Mendez snarled. He leaned closer to the screen. “Do you have any idea how dangerous the Primo are? You’ve tangled with the Tigris, and you know how outclassed we were in the last war. Go back three more centuries. Have you ever heard of the Seraphinium?”

      “No,” Nolan said, unsure where the admiral was going with this.

      “Exactly. No one has heard of them, because the Primo wiped them out. They destroyed an entire race, because that race broke a treaty with the Tigris,” Mendez explained. He paused to take another puff, and seemed calmer when he spoke again. “The Tigris are claiming you broke the treaty. Do you see where that puts us?”

      “Okay, I see why you’re concerned,” Dryker allowed. “But what about the evidence we can present? Surely the Primo will realize that there’s a new player.”

      “Evidence?” Mendez scoffed. He shook his head. “There is no hard evidence, just a grainy video of a ship lifting off. You claim these aliens self-destructed, and can’t bring back so much as a single one of these alleged plasma weapons.”

      “It may not be hard evidence, but you’ve got the word of my CO, and of my Marines,” Dryker countered. “The kind of plasma weaponry they saw doesn’t exist anywhere, that we know of. It’s more advanced than the Primo. You can’t tell me that doesn’t alarm you.”

      “What I think doesn’t matter. Evidence does,” the admiral said. “Someone’s going to pay for this, Dryker. I don’t want it to be you.”

      “Give me time to find harder evidence. Just a week. Then we can kowtow to the Primo. They’re a patient species. Embassy can keep them occupied for a little while,” Dryker pleaded. He hated that he was doing it.

      “I can’t,” Mendez said, looking genuinely regretful. He tapped the ash off the end of his cigar. “You know I’d like nothing better, Jim. I just can’t do it.”

      “Manny, OFI sent me to Mar Kona to investigate for a reason,” Dryker said, wishing he had a glass of brandy and eight hours of sleep. “You had to know something was out there.”

      “All we knew was that the colony hadn’t reported in for three days,” the admiral said. He leaned closer to the screen, spearing Dryker with his gaze. “You still can’t tell me what happened to those colonists.”

      “I can’t get answers if I turn myself over for prosecution,” Dryker shot back. He tried to keep his tone even, but it wasn’t easy. He knew he had a bad temper. That was what had landed him in the 14th, after all.

      Mendez sat up straight. Manny was gone, replaced by The Admiral.

      “You are required to take your vessel to Primo space. I’m giving you a direct order,” Mendez said. He paused, letting his words sink in. “I can’t protect you on this one, Jim. Get to the coordinates provided, and get there quickly. Maybe we can salvage something out of this disaster.”

      “Of course,” Dryker said, nodding. “We’ll head to Theras Prime with best speed.”

      “Oh, and one more thing,” the admiral asked, leaning back and making his next words just a little too casual. “Did you recover any artifacts from the ruins?”

      “I told you, the ruins were destroyed by whatever this vessel was,” Dryker said. Why would Manny be interested in the ruins?

      “Fair enough. Get here soonest, and I’ll do what I can to protect you.” Then the admiral terminated the connection.

      Dryker had no intention of heading to Primo space. He’d already been a scapegoat once. This time, he was going to get to the bottom of this, whatever it took.
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      Kathryn paused before Admiral Mendez’s door, waiting for the retinal scanner to identify her. Its green beam passed over her eye, then chimed as it went dark. She waited for several tense heartbeats as her arrival was relayed to the admiral. Mendez was her direct superior, and he was notoriously hard to please. More than one career had been ended by a visit just like this one, and the fact that he was her father didn’t mean that she’d be spared. She’d seen, with Nolan, exactly how harsh he could be.

      “Enter,” called a voice from within. The doors slid open of their own accord, and Kathryn was admitted to the admiral’s office. She gave the place the kind of once-over every OFI agent was trained to do, looking for anything out of place, anything that had changed.

      Her father sat behind a wide mahogany desk flanked by massive bookshelves. Those shelves contained real books, mostly classic literary pieces. The titles ranged from Moby Dick to War and Peace, though there were also more than a few tactical volumes like Sun Tzu’s The Art of War and Michael Ragan’s Tactics & Strategy Unchained.

      “Do you know why I’ve called you here, Lieutenant Commander?” Mendez asked. Lieutenant Commander, not Kathryn. Her father stared impassively at her, perching behind his thick black beard like an assassin about to ambush prey.

      “No, sir,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. Using as few words as possible until she knew more seemed like the most prudent course.

      “When was the last time you spoke to Commander Nolan?” Mendez asked, his gaze searching.

      “I don’t remember, exactly. At least a few weeks,” she said, resisting the urge to shrug. It was a useless, half-hearted gesture, one she’d used entirely too often as a self-conscious teen.

      “Good.” Mendez opened a drawer in his desk and withdrew a cigar. He rolled it between his fingers. “What happened with him was bad business, and I’m hoping we can put it behind us.”

      “I’m hoping to, sir. I was told those records were sealed,” she said, keeping her tone carefully neutral. She suspected that “sealed” didn’t really mean anything, and this was confirmation. The whole situation was an open book to any admiral with the curiosity to look, and her father had entirely too much self-interest in the whole sordid affair. A fresh wave of guilt washed through her. If Nolan hadn’t shielded her, not even her father would have been able to save her. She’d been in command, after all.

      “They are sealed,” Mendez said. He continued to roll the cigar between a thumb and forefinger, but made no move to light it. “Your own promotion was contingent upon your silence, and I understand that. Nevertheless, I expect you to be forthcoming in this matter. I have questions about Nolan’s character.”

      “Of course, sir,” she said. What else could she say?

      “Why was Nolan exiled to the 14th?” Mendez asked.

      She knew that the admiral already knew the answer. He knew it better than anyone, since he’d orchestrated the event. So why was he asking? “He was demoted for conduct unbefitting an officer of the fleet.”

      “In your opinion, was that judgement fair?” Mendez asked. Her father was watching her carefully, and she knew her career likely rode on her answer here. It killed her, but she took the safe route, just like she had when Nolan had been demoted.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “His judgement was questionable.”

      “Questionable enough that he might spread unfounded rumors about a new alien race? Rumors designed to exaggerate his own importance?”

      She was silent for as she mentally backpedaled, trying to find a way out of giving the answer she knew Mendez was after. There wasn’t one. There was no way to avoid throwing Nolan to the wolves without destroying her career.

      “It’s possible sir,” Kathryn replied. Part of her died as she uttered the next words. “I didn’t know him well, but after losing his command in OFI he might do something crazy to get it back.”

      “Would you be willing to testify to that fact?” her father said. It wasn’t really a question.

      Kathryn suddenly realized why she was here. Her father wasn’t content with exiling Nolan. He was preparing to set him up to be a scapegoat for something, though she had no idea what or why.

      “Yes, sir.” Her voice was small.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander. That will be all.”

      Kathryn turned smoothly on her heel and headed for the door. None of this made sense. What did her father hope to gain from all this? The Johnston was all the way on the edge of space, away from anything that mattered. It was time to do a little digging.
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      Nolan ducked into the Johnston’s brig, shocked at how tiny it was. There were two cells, both three feet wide and about six feet long. Each contained a toilet, and a long steel bench. Nothing more. The cells were cordoned off with the sort of thick steel bars he’d have expected in a 20th century prison. Crude, but effective.

      Lena sat regally on the bench in her cell, back pressed against one wall. Her tail began flicking the moment she looked up and saw Nolan, and he wondered if she was irritated or eager. Tigris facial expressions were hard to read.

      “Sir?” the Marine on duty asked. Nolan gave a start when he realized it was Edwards.

      “At ease, Private,” Nolan said. He ignored the lack of a salute. “Captain Dryker ordered me to interrogate the prisoner.”

      Edwards nodded, relaxing slightly. He still gripped his assault rifle with both hands, but no longer looked like he was going to shoot Lena if she twitched the wrong way. Nolan turned back to the cell, moving to stand within a foot of the bars. Lena didn’t move, though she was watching him warily. The silence stretched as Nolan struggled to begin.

      “Do you have any idea what the Leonis Pride will do when they realize I’m being held as a prisoner?” Lena said in that clipped, British accent.

      “We’ll get you back to your people,” Nolan promised. He dragged a chromed stool closer to the bars and sat. “I apologize for your detainment. The captain has authorized me to have you moved to proper quarters, provided you’re willing to cooperate.”

      “Cooperate how?” Lena asked, her ears twitching.

      “You were at Mar Kona for four days. Down on the surface you told us you’d come because of a signal, but that doesn’t wash,” Nolan said, crossing his arms. He studied her closely, but she didn’t react. “There’s no way you could have known the signal existed until you reached the planet. Even you admitted that it was weak enough that you didn’t pick it up until you reached the ruins.”

      “You’re very astute for a human, Commander. Two of our colonies disappeared. Both were near Mar Kona, and both had Primo ruins,” Lena explained, extending a single claw to scratch at her neck. “Your colony had those same ruins, and we feared that it would be the next target. I was there because I was testing a theory.”

      “It looks like you were right,” Nolan conceded. Something still didn’t sit right. “Why were you there alone? Your vessel—the Revelation, I think you called it?—should have had a large military escort.”

      “Indeed,” Lena said, cocking her head to the side. “You seem to know a great deal about our military protocol. Science vessels like the Revelation are always escorted. In this instance, we were alone because our escort refused to enter the Mar Kona system.”

      “Why would they refuse?” Nolan asked.

      “That’s an excellent question, and I went there in hopes of learning the answer,” Lena said, giving an irritated growl. “Our people are bold. We are aggressive. The idea that we won’t investigate the disappearance of our own colonies is unfathomable. I can think of no reason why we’d avoid such a thing. The Tigris should be livid, and every fleet vessel should have been mobilized. Yet that didn’t happen. Not only did they not investigate, they forbade me to investigate.”

      “That explains why you were there, but not what you were hoping to learn. Who do you think is after Primo ruins, and why?” Nolan asked.

      “I tire of your questions.” Lena’s expression darkened. “I lost a lot of friends, a lot of brilliant minds, when the Revelation was destroyed. We didn’t find out who was attacking, or why. I have no idea what they want with the ruins.”

      “What about the colonists? Were they missing from the Tigris worlds as well?” Nolan asked.

      “We couldn’t locate even a single survivor on either colony. Everyone was gone, and there were few signs of battle,” Lena said. She leaned a bit closer to the bars. “We’re a warrior race, as you know. There should have been more blast marks, more blood. Whoever did this surprised our people—no easy feat.”

      “Given the cloaking technology we encountered, that seems likely,” Nolan said. He stifled the urge to scoot his stool further from the bars. “How large were the colonies you lost?”

      “The first had over seventy-five thousand people, the second nearly a hundred and twenty-five thousand,” Lena said, watching him intently.

      “Mar Kona had a little under five thousand people. The numbers at your colonies would have required a lot of manpower to subdue, which means there have to be a lot more of those ships out there,” Nolan said, thinking aloud. Edwards shifted behind him, but said nothing.

      “The question, Commander, is what will the OFI do about it? Will your vessel investigate?” Lena asked.

      Nolan didn’t answer immediately, but decided that there was no harm in theorizing about fleet response, especially since it seemed like they had a common enemy. “Why do you ask?” he finally said.

      “Because of my own government’s anemic response,” Lena said. Her eyes flashed. “If they’d sent warships, my friends might still be alive. We might have had enough time to find out why the ruins are so important.”

      Her anger seemed genuine, and Nolan couldn’t blame her. Why would the Tigris turn a blind eye to an aggressive new foe?

      “I imagine OFI will be very interested in this. We’re seeing a new race with advanced technology. My government can’t ignore that,” Nolan said. He reached for his communicator. “I’ll speak to Captain Dryker, but after he hears my report I’m sure he’ll relay it to OFI. We’ll probably be sent to investigate further.”

      “If that’s the case, then you’re going to need to know which world to investigate,” Lena said, straightening. “I can tell you which worlds they’re likely to hit, if you stop treating me like a prisoner. I need a place to bathe, and some proper food.”

      “I’ll forward your request to the captain,” Nolan said. He turned for the doorway, but paused. “I have one more question. How do you know so much about the Primo ruins?”

      “I’m an archeologist, Commander. My life’s work is studying the empires that rose and fell before recorded history. How much do you know about the Primo?” she asked, rising to stand near the bars.

      “As much as any human, I guess. Primo is short for Primo Genitus, the first race,” he said, wondering where she was taking this.

      “That name is a misnomer. The Primo are not the first species to inhabit this sector of space, at least not in their current incarnation. Something came before them, and I’ve made it my life’s work to find out what,” Lena said.
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      Nolan raised his hand to rap on the captain’s door, and was surprised when it opened before he had a chance to touch it. Dryker’s head poked out, his beard even more unkempt, and his hair mussed from sleep.

      “Come in, Commander,” he said, pushing open the hatch. Nolan ducked through, taking a moment to inspect the captain’s quarters. They were spartan: just a narrow bed, a nightstand, a desk, and a tiny couch. It wasn’t much bigger than Nolan’s own room. “Go ahead and have a seat.”

      Nolan sat on the couch, and the captain took the desk chair. He scrubbed his fingers through his beard, then looked expectantly at Nolan.

      “I’ve met with the prisoner, sir,” Nolan began. He was still learning about Dryker, and wasn’t sure how best to give reports. Short and honest seemed best. “I’m not sure she should even be a prisoner. She’s demanding her release, and threatening retaliation from the Tigris government.”

      “She was in OFI controlled space without permission. That gives us the right to hold her,” Dryker countered. He reached for a packet of powdered coffee and dumped it into a plastic cup of water. It began to steam and hiss as the chemical reaction turned the recycled water into something that might pass for coffee.

      “True, but we have more in common than I’d have thought. Lena’s ship was there investigating whoever our new hostiles are,” Nolan offered, relaxing into the couch. It was small, but surprisingly comfortable. “She claims that two Tigris colonies have been wiped out. They showed up at Mar Kona because they thought it was about to be hit.”

      “Interesting. I’m guessing these other worlds had Primo ruins?” the captain asked.

      “How did you know?” Nolan didn’t bother to hide his surprise.

      “I had a conversation with the admiralty. Let’s just say they were a little too interested in those ruins, which suggests that there is a common thread here,” Dryker said. He scowled. “I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t like not knowing. OFI knows more than they’re telling.”

      “That corresponds to something odd Lena said,” Nolan offered. He smoothed his uniform, then met Dryker’s gaze. “She claims the Tigris were unwilling to investigate these attacks, and she wants to know what Fleet plans to do about them.”

      “This crap just keeps getting deeper,” Dryker said, sipping his coffee. He grimaced. “Ugh, that’s terrible. So the Tigris won’t look into entire colonies going dark, and—surprise, surprise—OFI isn’t interested either. We’ve been ordered to report to Primo space. I’m to turn myself over.”

      “Primo space?” Nolan said, floored by the news. “The Primo haven’t intervened directly since the end of the Tigris-Human war. Why now?”

      “I don’t know, and the admiralty wasn’t saying. What I do know is that OFI needs a scapegoat. Two Tigris vessels were destroyed in human space, and forensics will prove that we destroyed at least one of them. What’s easier to believe: that we destroyed both, or that some mysterious new alien race showed up?” Dryker asked.

      “We have proof,” Nolan protested. “Footage of the alien vessels. Eyewitness testimony.”

      “That isn’t proof,” Dryker said, shaking his head. “That’s footage, which could have been doctored. We don’t have proof, and if we want to get to the bottom of this we need to find it.”

      “What do you have in mind, sir?” Nolan asked, relaxing back into the couch again.

      “We’re not going to Primo space. I’m going to get to the bottom of these attacks, and we’re going to find proof that OFI can’t ignore.”

      “How are you planning to do that, sir?” Nolan asked.

      “That’s a great question. Lena was able to identify Mar Kona as the next likely target. What does she have to say about other likely targets?”

      “I’ll speak to her about drawing up a list, but she’s been clear that she’ll only cooperate if we stop treating her like a prisoner,” Nolan said, rising to his feet.

      “That’s fair,” Dryker said, nodding. “Get her some quarters. The guards stay, but they’ll give her some space. Tell her I want the three closest targets these hostiles are likely to hit. We need to get to a set of these ruins before they do, so we can find out what makes them so important.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nolan said, starting for the door.

      “One more thing, Nolan,” Dryker said. He stood, facing Nolan. “If we do this, we’re disobeying OFI orders. I can claim it was my idea, but they’ll likely come after you too. They’ll say you should have relieved me of command.”

      “I’m prepared for that sir,” Nolan said. “OFI ruined my career, and tarnished my reputation. What we’re doing out here is the right thing, and it could save lives. I’m with you on this, regardless of the price.”
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      “We’re entering the Helios Gate now, sir,” Emo’s southern drawl brought Nolan back to the present. It was the first time he’d commanded the Johnston while traversing a Helios Gate. Dryker had been giving him more and more bridge shifts.

      They slid from the star’s ultra-dense core into an area of complete blackness. There was no extra matter, no light or heat from the sun. The only illumination came from the Gate itself. The immense structure appeared to be one solid piece of gold, constructed in a wide triangle. Each corner of the triangle was set with a sapphire-colored gem larger than the Johnston. The gems glowed with their own inner light, a clean brilliance similar to Primo weaponry. The center of the Gate was a circular gap; flows of the bright energy shot into the center, forming a shimmering globe of crackling power.

      “Broadcasting destination,” Emo said, tapping in several commands. The sphere brightened as more energy was fed by the Gate, then it flared as brilliantly as the star they’d passed through. Emo turned back to Nolan. “Wormhole established.”

      “Take us in, Ensign Gaden,” Nolan ordered, shifting in the captain’s chair. He needed the experience, but he wondered why Dryker was ceding so much command time. He’d barely emerged from his quarters over the past twenty-four hours.

      The Johnston drifted closer to the sphere and, as they closed, it became clear just how large the Helios Gate was. Bright light flickered off its golden surface, and it seemed to take forever to reach the Gate itself. Nolan gripped both arms of the chair as their vessel entered the Gate. There was a brief moment of vertigo, then they were passing out the other side of the sphere.

      There was nothing to distinguish their destination from the origin Gate. It was a perfect mirror, identical in every respect. Only their Helios charts let them know they were somewhere else. Those charts would guide them through the sun, helping them orient in the correct direction. Otherwise they might emerge at the wrong point and have to circle the star until they could reach their destination, which could add hours or even days to transit times.

      “Limiter engaged,” Juliard said. “Wormhole closing.”

      The gate’s limiter shunted energy back into the surrounding star, rather than letting it feed the wormhole. If the limiter weren’t engaged, the wormhole would exist until the stars creating it burned out. They were one of the few vulnerable parts of a Helios Gate, and there was a reason why galactic law forbade damaging them.

      “We’ve begun our acceleration toward Purito,” Emo said. “We’ll emerge from the sun’s corona in four minutes.”

      The inductive shield flared around the ship, painting everything on the view screen white. It used the energy of the star to power itself, protecting them from the heat and pressure in the heart of the star. The Johnston vibrated as it picked up speed, inching its way closer to the surface. Nolan hated this part. They were blind, their sensors utterly useless. Anything could exist outside the star, but until they cleared the corona they’d have no idea it was there.

      He shifted uncomfortably until the Johnston finally cleared the photosphere. The view screen changed, showing a towering inferno of red and orange flares. They shot into space around them, burning both hotter and brighter than the yellow star they’d emerged from at Mar Kona.

      “Any ships detected?” Nolan asked. He rose from the captain’s chair, eyes fixed on the view screen.

      “The star’s coronal loop could be blocking our scans, but we haven’t detected anything yet, sir,” Juliard said. She didn’t even glance up from her terminal.

      “There’s every likelihood at least one Tigris vessel is already here,” Lena said. She’d been standing silently on the other side of the captain’s chair, so quiet he’d forgotten she was even there. “This space is controlled by my pride, the Leonis. They’re aware of my research, and it’s possible they could be patrolling.”

      “I thought you said this place was sparsely populated?” Nolan said, turning to Lena. The Tigris eyed him distastefully.

      “I did say that, but you have to understand the circumstances. We’ve lost a science vessel, a grave affront to my people,” Lena countered. “It’s very possible they’re taking the threat more seriously now. Even if they aren’t, they’ll be looking for the Johnston.”

      “No need to borrow trouble yet,” Nolan said. “We may see a Tigris vessel, but until we do we proceed. We need to get in and out of here as quickly as possible. Juliard, wake the captain and let him know we’ve arrived at Purito.”

      “Yes, sir,” Juliard said. She spoke quietly to her console, then turned back to him. “The captain would like a word, Commander.”

      Nolan walked to Juliard’s console, leaning over the screen. The captain was bleary-eyed, his hair mussed from sleep. He stifled a colossal yawn. “Nolan, I want you to take a team to the surface. Get to the ruins, and see what you can find. We need to know why these ruins are so important. Juliard, are you picking up any communications from the planet?”

      “Yes, sir,” Juliard confirmed. “All normal chatter. There isn’t very much of it, but what I’m picking up is recent. Unless something happened in the last twenty minutes, everything is normal on the surface,”

      “I’ll get to the shuttle,” Nolan said, starting to the hatch. “Lena, you’re with me.”
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      Nolan peered through the doorway into the shuttle’s cockpit. Sergeant Hannan was in the co-pilot chair, with Mills guiding the shuttle towards the planet. Purito was similar to earth, but instead of a bluish tint its atmosphere was green. Eighty percent of its surface was covered in water, with small subcontinents dotting the surface. Its image grew larger and larger, dominating the entire view screen as the shuttle approached.

      “Make for that continent,” Nolan said, pointing at one of the largest islands below the equator.

      “We’ve got the coordinates, Commander,” Hannan said, giving him a quizzical look.

      “Sorry, Hannan. I’ll stop micromanaging,” Nolan said, returning to the rear of the shuttle. Edwards sat on one side, cleaning the massive TM-601 he’d used in their last encounter.

      Lena sat opposite him, face buried in a tablet. Her eyes scanned back and forth, and Nolan wondered what she was reading. Something about the ruins, no doubt.

      “Commander Nolan,” a voice crackled over his comm. “This is Johnston actual.”

      “Go ahead, sir,” Nolan said, activating the display. Dryker’s face peered back at him.

      “We’ve got company. A Tigris warship just exited the Helios Gate,” the captain explained. “They’re clearing the sun’s corona, and they’re definitely making for the planet. Odds are good they’ll deploy a surface team, so be ready for some company.”

      “Acknowledged,” Nolan replied. “We’ll get down there and get out before they arrive.”

      “Godspeed, Commander,” Dryker replied, then the feed went dark.

      Nolan rose and headed back to the cockpit. “Hannan, we’re going to have company when we get down there.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” Hannan said, nodding. She unbuckled herself from the co-pilot’s seat, and ducked past him into the hold. “Edwards, did you bring that special ordinance I requested?”

      “Yes, sir,” Edwards said. The private shot a wide grin at Hannan. “If we make some new friends, we’ll be able to give them a warm welcome.”

      “Excellent,” Hannan said, slapping the shoulder of Edwards’s armor.

      “Everybody buckle up,” Mills called from the cockpit. “We’re hitting atmosphere.”

      Nolan moved to the bench were Lena was sitting and buckled in next to her. “Do you really think you can figure out why the ruins are important?”

      “Do you really think you can stop a Tigris war party while we get answers?” Lena shot back, her tail flicking behind her. “You do your part, and I’ll do mine.”

      “Couldn’t you reason with them?” Nolan replied. “I thought scientists were revered.”

      “Revered, not obeyed,” Lena said, giving a deep sigh. “If they realize I’m there, they will take me back to their ship and see that I’m turned over to the pride leaders. We’ll never get answers.”

      The shuttle bucked, then bucked again. The turbulence increased, and Nolan found himself clutching at the safety straps attached to his seat. In theory, he shouldn’t have had anything to worry about, but he knew that this shuttle only had two inches of armor.

      The cabin grew warmer, and he could see heat ripples shimmering around the edges of the view screen in the cockpit. Purito’s atmosphere was thicker than Earth’s, and that meant more turbulence on the way down.

      The next several minutes were tense, but eventually they broke through the cloud cover. The view screen revealed a calm, green sky and, below the shuttle, a series of tiny islands.

      “ETA three minutes,” Mills said, banking the shuttle. The view shifted, showing more of the water below as they lost altitude.

      In the distance, Nolan saw the reason they’d come to the world: the Primo ruins. A little spur shot out from the main island, and the northern shore was dominated by the remains of what appeared to be an entire city. Ivory spires stabbed up into the sky, reminding Nolan uncomfortably of a skeletal hand.

      As they flew closer he picked up more detail. The ruins were empty, as expected. They were also massive.

      Searching this place was going to take forever.
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      “Where am I setting this thing down?” Mills called from the cockpit. His tone was more than a little annoyed, but that was typical—and he’d been even more testy when told they were taking Lena along.

      “Lena?” Nolan asked.

      “I’m unsure,” she said, blinking. “It took us two days to locate the signal at Mar Kona.”

      “So what do you suggest? We’ve got closer to two hours before company arrives,” Nolan replied. He knew people didn’t do their best work under pressure, but they didn’t have much choice in this instance.

      “Allow me to observe the city, and I’ll see if I can locate what we’re seeking,” Lena said. She unbuckled herself, then moved for the cockpit. Her balance was enviable, and she seemed unfazed as Mills banked the shuttle.

      Nolan resisted the urge to follow, instead letting the Tigris peer through the view screen. She’d proven capable so far, and if he let her be she might come through again.

      “There,” she called, pointing at a large temple that was nearly covered in moss. “That structure appears to be a larger version of the temple on Mar Kona where we found the generator. It might not be connected, but that’s the best starting point I’ve got.”

      “Sarge?” Mills asked, looking to Hannan. Nolan understood that Mills wouldn’t be insubordinate, but neither was he taking orders from a Tigris.

      “Do as the lady asked, Corporal,” Hannan said.

      Mills said nothing, and the shuttle began its final descent. Less than two minutes later, they were settling into a smooth landing on the wide stone street outside the temple. Stones cracked under the shuttle’s weight, and the ship tilted forward as it finally came to a halt.

      “You’re slipping,” Hannan said, giving Mills a look.

      “I can only work with what I’ve got. These stones are older than…well, dirt,” Mills said, a bit defensively.

      “Come on, people; we’ve got work to do,” Nolan said, unbuckling. He grabbed a tactical vest, then tossed one to Lena. “Let’s get out there and see what we can find.”

      Nolan slapped the red button next to the ramp, and it began to extend. He trotted outside, almost immediately winded. The gravity was definitely stronger than Earth’s, though not enough to keep him from functioning.

      “What’s next, Lena?” he asked.

      “Mmm,” Lena said, walking down the ramp and peering around her. She licked her chops, spending a long minute studying their surroundings. “I believe the temple is the best place to explore. Do you have any sort of scanning device? Something that will pick up low-level signals? Specifically, ELF.”

      “E-L-F?” Edwards asked, scratching at his bushy red beard.

      “Extremely low-frequency waves,” Nolan supplied. “Yes, my comm device will do that. It’s got very limited range though. We’ll have to explore the inside of the structure.”

      “Then that’s exactly what I’d suggest doing.” Lena had pulled on her tactical vest. She looked around at each of them. “Does someone have a weapon I can use?”

      “Give her your sidearm, Edwards,” Hannan ordered.

      Edwards unclipped a large pistol from his side and offered it grip first to Lena. “It’s got one hell of a kick, but I’m sure you can handle it. Sorry I don’t have a holster you can use.”

      “This will suffice,” Lena said, studying the pistol’s action. “It’s lighter than Tigris weapons.”

      “Heads up, Commander,” Hannan said, pointing at the sky above.

      “Shit,” was all Nolan could muster. A fat bronze shuttle had just broken the cloud cover and was descending their way. “Lena, any idea what kind of complement that thing carries?”

      “I’d guess a dozen Tigris warriors. There might be fewer, but I tend to doubt it,” Lena said. She shaded her eyes, staring hard at the shuttle. “Commander, do you see the sigil near the prow? These are our most elite warriors, the Claws of Tigrana.”

      Nolan gave Hannan a worried look. The Claws had savaged countless human forces during the war.

      Hannan shot back a confident smile. “Get your ass inside that temple, Commander. We’ll hold off the cats. They won’t be here for several minutes, and that gives us plenty of time to get into position.”
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      Dryker sipped his coffee, waiting for the Tigris vessel to close. He already knew who it was, whom the Leonis Pride would have sent.

      “Holy shit,” Emo murmured. The bridge was silent enough that it carried.

      “Did you have something you wanted to say, Ensign Gaden?” Dryker asked.

      “Uhh,” Emo replied. “That orange and black sigil on the prow. That’s the Claw of Tigrana, sir.”

      “I’m well aware of that, Ensign,” Dryker confirmed. He rubbed his temple with his free hand. Some days he wished he could have just stayed in bed.

      “Captain, we’re being hailed,” Juliard said. Dryker waited a moment before replying.

      “Put it onscreen,” he ordered, suppressing a sigh.

      The view changed from the approaching Tigris vessel to a shot of its bridge. Most of that view was taken up by a large bronze chair piled high with scarlet cushions. The Tigris sitting upon it was the most intimidating he’d ever seen. Her golden fur had faded in places, though the orange around her ears was still bright. One of her top fangs had been replaced with a silver implant—recently, if Dryker was any judge. She looked even more lethal these days, which was saying something given how lethal she’d looked the last time he’d seen her.

      “Hello, Dryker,” the enemy commander said, a low growl rolling from her throat as she finished the last word. Her feline eyes narrowed. “I should have known it would be you.”

      “Hello, Fizgig,” Dryker replied. He sat up straighter, and tried to hide his discomfort. Of all the ships the Tigris could have sent, the Claw of Tigrana was the worst. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to listen to an explanation? This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “I’ll listen for—” She glanced off screen, then back at him. “Two more minutes. That’s the time it will take us to close with you. After that, I will board your vessel. Your crew will die screaming, and you will linger in agony for days. Whatever trick you used at Mar Kona won’t work here. We are no helpless science vessel, or incompetent privateer. We are Claws of Tigrana.”

      “I know better than anyone who you are, Fizgig. We’re on the same side. You’ve lost two colonies, and are about to lose a third,” Dryker offered. Fizgig didn’t look impressed, but he continued anyway. “A new player is wiping them out, not us. You know humanity. Would it be possible for us to wipe out an entire Tigris colony without leaving a trace? Would we be able to take all the bodies?”

      “No,” Fizgig said, pausing to consider. Then she growled again, low and threatening. “Your species is too weak; we both know that. But it doesn’t change the fact that you’re in Tigris space without authorization, or that you’ve destroyed at least one of our vessels. That’s an act of war, Captain, and I’m well within my rights to destroy you.”

      “You are,” Dryker agreed, rising from his chair and approaching the view screen. “But before you attack I want you to think about this. There is a new player, one Fleet Command is pretending doesn’t exist. Why would my government ignore that kind of threat? You’re wasting your time on us. One of your own scientists led us here. Give her time to find what she needs.”

      “You’ve kidnapped one of our scientists?” Fizgig roared. Her tail swished dangerously, and Dryker knew he’d made a mistake. “I will scatter your atoms across this sector. Prepare yourself, Dryker. This time you will not be spared. There are no Primo to shelter you. The Leonis will have justice.”
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      Hannan keyed in the shuttle’s auto defense sequence, then leapt from the ramp as it began to close. She sprinted across the uneven flagstones, making her way up the steps toward the temple.

      “Mills, are you in position?” she said, chest heaving from exertion. The heavier gravity was painful, but it would affect the Tigris just as much.

      “Affirmative,” Mills whispered. She didn’t ask where he was, not even over an encrypted channel. There was too much chance the enemy would hear. “Their shuttle just touched down a half-click from here. Better get into position quickly.”

      “Crap,” Hannan said, increasing her pace. She ran the last dozen feet into the temple’s wide entrance. The corridor disappeared into darkness ahead of her, in the same direction that the commander and his pet cat had gone. “Edwards?”

      “Here,” Edwards called, standing up from where he’d been hiding. He was using a fallen column as cover. The thick stone was almost as tall as a person, and would stop most forms of ordinance. Perfect cover. “Sounds like hostiles are inbound?”

      “That they are,” Hannan said, skidding to a halt behind a section of an inner wall that had caved in. The large stone blocks shielded her profile from anyone advancing up the hallway. She tried to calm her breathing, but the brief run had left her ragged. She hated high-gravity worlds. “You’ve got that special ordinance?”

      “Yeah, though I’m a little worried about using it here,” Edwards said, glancing up at the ceiling. “This whole place could come down if we’re not careful.”

      “We? If you’re not careful, you mean,” Hannan said, her breath slowing to a more manageable pace. “Don’t use it unless you have to—and, if you do, fire it straight up the middle of that hallway. It has to detonate outside the tunnel’s main supports.”

      “Sure thing, Sarge,” Edwards said, patting his pack affectionately.

      “Contact,” Mills whispered over the comm.

      There was a sharp crack from outside, the report echoing across the empty city. That was good; it would make it difficult for the Tigris to spot Mills’s position.

      “Target down. Nine more inbound,” Mills whispered.

      “Crap,” Hannan said, breath still a little ragged. “Be careful, Mills.”

      There was no acknowledgment, but she hadn’t expected there to be. Mills would stay out of sight, and only take sure shots. He might get two or three more kills in, but that still meant an awful lot of inbound targets.

      “One more thing,” Mills whispered over the comm. “They’re definitely wearing orange and black armor.”

      “Shit,” Edwards breathed.

      He met Hannan’s gaze, but she kept her expression neutral.

      “Lena was right,” he said. “We don’t have a prayer.”

      “Stow it, Private. I don’t care who’s coming; we still have a job to do,” Hannan said. “These ones aren’t going to go down like the dreck that boarded the Johnston. These ones will come in smart. That doesn’t mean we can’t take them down, though. We’ve got a clear line of fire, and the advantage of heavy cover.”

      Edwards didn’t reply, but she could tell from his expression he was terrified. She couldn’t blame him. Very few Marines had met the Claws of Tigrana and lived to tell about it.

      They lapsed into silence while they waited. Almost a full minute went by, then there was another crack. Hannan knew it must be from a different location, but that was impossible to verify with the wild echoes across the city.

      “Target down,” Mills whispered. “Heads up, Sarge. Four cats inbound on the tunnel. Looks like the second squad is holding back.”

      Hannan sank into cover, slowly raising the muzzle of her weapon. She scanned the tunnel entrance, ready to react as soon as she saw anything.

      Two figures rushed up the stairs, both carrying wide, tritanium shields. She recognized the material immediately. It was the same thing the Tigris coated their ships in, and it was all but impervious to small arms fire. Those shields had to be monstrously heavy in the higher gravity—but if the Tigris felt the extra weight, they certainly didn’t show it.

      “Fire,” Hannan yelled. She opened up with her TM-30, aiming for exposed feet. Her target stumbled forward with a curse, planting his shield against the ground. She’d hit him, but not fatally.

      The deeper report of Edwards’s TM-601 was deafening in close quarters, each round belching a foot of flame from the muzzle, as he sent a stream of rounds into the shield on the other side of the entryway. The Tigris carrying it was knocked backwards a step, and nearly toppled. Then another pair of Tigris leaped into the hall, a light-furred male helping to stabilize the shield. Edwards’s fire rang off it like a hammer hitting a gong. The bastards had brought portable cover tough enough to take a tank round.

      “Cease fire,” she roared, but her voice was completely drowned out. Edwards stopped firing a moment later.

      Hannan stared hard at those shields. Four Tigris huddled behind them. For now, they were at an impasse. She knew it wouldn’t last. The Claws would begin their big push soon.
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      Nolan adjusted his visor, tapping the third button on the right to engage low-light vision. It amplified the ambient light leaking in through the tunnel, and lit the place like it was day. The walls, where they weren’t caved in, were covered in fantastic murals.

      “How are these still here?” he asked, glancing at a particularly vibrant one on the wall next to them.

      “The ancient Primo built their cities to last,” Lena said, advancing confidently up the corridor. She wasn’t wearing a visor, but then she didn’t need one. The Tigris were renowned for their night vision, which was part of why their boarding parties cut power in the vessels they attacked. “One of their techniques involved molecularly bonding ink to stone. It’s effectively part of the rock, sort of like the tattoos you humans use to mar your skin.”

      “Interesting,” Nolan said. He kept pace with her, noticing the air was more stale now that they were further from the surface.

      They passed under a wide domed roof, then into another narrow tunnel. Lena stopped abruptly, and Nolan bumped into her from behind. He took a step back, drawing his pistol from its holster. “Why did you stop?”

      “Do you feel that?” Lena asked, barely above a whisper.

      “No,” he said, straining to hear. Tigris had better hearing than humans, so he knew it was unlikely he’d detect whatever it was.

      “There’s a low hum, just like I heard in the ruins on Mar Kona,” she explained, ears twitching atop her head.

      “If it’s the same hum, then you think there’s an active power core down here?” Nolan asked.

      “Possibly. We’ll have to explore to know for sure,” Lena started cautiously up the tunnel, and he followed with his pistol gripped in both hands. It was unlikely that anything threatening was down here, but it was best to be prepared.

      “I do think there’s a power core. I’m almost certain of it,” Lena finally said. The tunnel continued to narrow until it was just four feet across. “I find that troubling. There’s no way the power source could have been on very long.”

      “How do you figure?” Nolan asked. “This place is pretty remote. It’s deep inside a temple. Isn’t it possible that it’s just been overlooked?”

      “No, it would definitely have been found. This world is inhabited, and these ruins are often explored. My graduate class came here as part of a class project,” Lena said, stepping over several stone blocks that had caved in and spilled across the floor. “Our teachers were quite clear. This place has long since been picked clean, by scavengers if no one else. If this power core had been powered someone would have located it.”

      “Well, that’s more than a little terrifying,” Nolan said, piecing ideas together.

      “Why do you say that?” Lena asked.

      “Because if it came on recently, then something triggered it,” he theorized. “That same something must have triggered the ruins at Mar Kona. It may have triggered all the ruins that are being attacked by these new hostiles.”

      The floor sloped down, and they walked in silence for a short distance.

      “You’re probably right, and I see why that’s terrifying,” Lena finally said. The floor was leveling off, and it opened up to a wide chamber. “Look, over there.”

      Nolan toggled the second button on his visor, which shone a soft red light in a wide beam across the room. It was dark enough here that even ambient light wasn’t enough to allow his goggles to show detail, but the addition of a little light made a huge difference. He could suddenly see the entire room, and what he saw was breathtaking.

      The walls were carved with sigils, and reminded him of a trip he’d taken to ancient Egypt as a kid. He still remembered the Pyramids and temples he’d seen, and it staggered him to think that this place was five or six times as old.

      “What’s this?” Nolan asked, walking over to a pair of wide, white doors. They were unmarked.

      “A transportation device of some kind?” Lena asked, stretching out a hand to touch the doors. As her fingertips brushed them, they slid open with a soft hiss. Inside was a narrow box with unmarked walls.

      “I think it’s an elevator,” Nolan said, stepping inside. Sure enough, there was a panel near the door with a series of symbols. “Can you read these?”

      “They’re ancient Primo, of a dialect I’m not familiar with. They look a lot like symbols I’ve studied, but there are significant differences. I think they’re numbers,” Lena said, squatting next to the panel to study it closely.

      Nolan leaned down and pressed the symbol at the bottom. The doors began to slide shut, and Lena took a step back. “Are you sure that was wise?”

      “No, but we know we’re short on time,” Nolan said. He put a hand against the wall to stabilize himself as the doors slid shut and the car began to descend. “We have no idea how long it will be until the Tigris arrive, so we need to get in and out.”

      “True, but we have no idea where this thing is taking us, or if the shaft below us is obstructed,” Lena said.

      The elevator car jerked sharply, and there was a groan from the mechanism above. Nolan holstered his pistol, using his free hand for more balance. “Okay, maybe that button wasn’t the brightest idea.”

      The car continued to descend for long seconds, then finally slowed. It lurched to a stop, and the doors slid open.
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      “Edwards, it’s time for that special present,” Hannan yelled, emerging from cover just long enough to fire off a short burst. Answering bursts came from the Tigris, pinging off the stone near her head. Damn, they were quick.

      “On it, Sarge,” Edwards called. He disappeared behind his column for several seconds.

      Hannan used that time to lay down covering fire, this time from the opposite side of the stone block. The Tigris were waiting, and a burst of fire cut into the stone next to her face. A piece of shrapnel ripped into her cheek, and she fell back with a cry. That was more than a little too close.

      “Fire in the hole,” Edwards roared, rising just far enough to aim a long bulky launcher at their foes.

      There was a loud whump as the missile left the tube. It hurled towards the Tigris, who had almost no time to react. They ducked behind the tritanium shields, which was probably the best of a limited set of options. Hannan did the same, pulling behind cover. It was a wise decision.

      A deafening explosion echoed through the corridor, drowning out all sound and popping one of her eardrums. It was like an ice pick through the skull. A wave of fire and heat passed over her a split second later, and had it not been for the stone block between her and that explosion she was sure she’d have been cooked.

      Warmth spread through Hannan’s system as her armor gave her a dose of whatever chemical cocktail it thought would make her the best soldier. The pain from the shattered eardrum receded, and she rose into a half-crouch so she could peer over the stone block.

      Judging from the tangle of bodies and the twisted wreckage of shields, the missile had detonated right between the two Tigris who’d first entered the tunnel. Neither was moving, and their shields were bent and deformed from the blast. The other two Tigris, the ones who’d entered after, seemed to have fared better. They were stumbling out of the tunnel, back to their own ranks.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Hannan said, snapping her assault rifle up to her shoulder. She sighted for a moment, then cut down the closest Tigris. It went down in a spray of blood, giving a choked feline cry as it fell.

      She was pivoting to take down the second Tigris when its chest burst through its back. The Tigris collapsed where it stood, unmoving.

      “Nice shot, Mills,” she panted into the comm, light-headed. The chemicals were masking the fatigue for now, but she knew that wouldn’t last forever. This higher gravity was a real bitch, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she and her squad could keep fighting.

      “Sarge, think that will drive them off?” Edwards asked. He was leaning against the fallen pillar, chest heaving as he panted out the words.

      “No,” she said, planting her back against the block as she slid back into cover. “They’re Claws. They’ll keep coming until they’re dead, or we are. They never retreat.”

      “What are we going to do?” Edwards asked.

      “They don’t know that we just used our only missile,” Hannan said. She shook her head to clear it. The chemicals were helping, but not enough. Something warm and sticky was leaking from her ear. “Hopefully they’ll be cautious. That might buy us a little time.”

      “I wish we had more missiles,” Edwards lamented.

      She gave him a sharp look. “You realize there’s a reason we’re called the underfunded 14th, right? We’re lucky we had the one,” she said, more crossly than she’d intended. Pain made her irritable.

      “You think we should warn the commander?” Edwards asked.

      “Nah,” Hannan replied. She propped her rifle against the stone next to her and withdrew her canteen. “Warning him won’t help. He’ll be in and out as fast as he can. Let’s just hope the cat he brought can figure out whatever they need figured out.”
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      Nolan stood in the elevator for several long seconds. All he could do was stare, and from Lena’s slack-jawed expression she felt the same way. The room before them was a stark contrast to the level above. The white stone was pristine, the murals as vibrant as if they’d been painted yesterday. The high, vaulted ceiling was covered in stars, each glowing with enough illumination that his visor was no longer needed.

      “This is everything I’ve ever hoped to find,” Lena said, stepping from the elevator. “Look at the shelves along those walls—those little square boxes? Those are Primo data cubes. This temple is beyond priceless.”

      “How old is this place? And how did it survive?” Nolan asked, entering the room. He peered up at the ceiling, then down at a structure in the middle of the room. It was a small metallic pedestal, different from the rest of the room. This metal was a deep sapphire blue, with black prongs jutting from the top. He had no idea what it might be used for.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Lena said distractedly. She was standing next to one of the shelves, peering closely at the strange glittering cubes. “I’d guess at least twenty-six thousand years based on the ruins above. As to how it survived, I’d imagine this place was sealed until the moment we activated the elevator. Without a power core, this place just lay here…dormant. Not even air got in or out.”

      “Wouldn’t that make the air here poisonous?” Nolan asked, recalling tales of ancient Egyptian tombs.

      “Not if they had some sort of atmospheric scrubbers,” Lena said. She turned to face him. “They must have kicked on as soon as we started down the elevator.”

      “That’s all great, and I know this place is important, but we need to find the proof the captain is after, and get the hell out of here,” Nolan said. As if to punctuate his words the room shook, and he heard a distant, muffled explosion. “We’re out of time, Lena. Whatever you’re going to do, do it.”

      “Give me a little room to breathe,” Lena said. She paced back and forth for a moment, muttering in Tigris. Then she approached the pedestal and crouched next to it, fiddling with several gemstones set into the side. “This reminds me a great deal of the virtual intelligences I’ve seen in Primo libraries. The architecture is a little different, but the basic structure is the same.”

      “This is a primitive version?” Nolan asked.

      “No, just the opposite. This thing is far more advanced,” she said. A moment later the pedestal began to hum and she backed away.

      Nolan drew his pistol, moving between Lena and the pedestal. The top began to glow with a clean, blue brilliance. Then a holographic figure sprang to life. The translucent being was familiar. Nolan had never met a Primo face-to-face, but he’d seen enough of them on vid to know what he was looking at. This thing was dressed oddly, but those too-large eyes and elongated fingers were unmistakable. Like all Primo, the hologram had a tiny mouth and no nose.

      “Du ka son ta ke,” the figure said, giving a low bow.

      “What’s that?” Nolan lowered his pistol, but didn’t holster it.

      “This is a VI—a Virtual Intelligence,” Lena said, approaching the figure. “The Primo still use them today, for informational purposes. This one is older than any I’ve ever run across. It shouldn’t exist.”

      “What’s it saying?” he asked.

      “I’m not quite sure,” she said. “I think that was a greeting. It’s very similar to archaic Primo. Du kat sona means ‘good morning.’ I can’t quite understand this thing.”

      “Mumba con ka?” the creature asked, blinking its large holographic eyes.

      Lena didn’t answer. Nolan just watched, hoping she could figure out something useful from her conversation with the thing. He glanced at the elevator. That explosion could have been anything, but odds were good Hannan was involved. She hadn’t said anything over the comm, which he hoped was a good sign.

      Nolan considered contacting her, but worried about distracting her if she was in combat with the Tigris.

      “Ooka don. Vuka Spectra ballas,” the hologram said.

      “Commander?” Lena said. Her tone was urgent.

      “What is it?” Nolan asked, glancing between Lena and the hologram.

      “I can’t make out everything, but those last words were unmistakable,” Lena replied, her ears twitching. She fixed him with those feline eyes. “Vuka Spectra translates directly as Void Wraith.”

      “What’s a Void Wraith?” Nolan asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “It’s an ancient Primo legend, something they use to frighten children,” Lena said. She turned back to the hologram. “Soko con Vuka Spectra?”

      The hologram nodded, then extended a hand. Another hologram appeared next to the Primo, this one terrifyingly familiar. It showed a familiar vessel, its curved hull the same color as the base of the pedestal.

      “It’s the ship we saw lift off from Mar Kona,” Lena breathed. “This VI claims that’s the Void Wraith.”

      “At least we have a name,” Nolan said. He circled the pedestal, thinking. “Lena, you said this place is 26,000 years old right?”

      “At least that old. I see where you’re going with this. If this thing hasn’t been disturbed in at least that long—”

      “Then the Void Wraith are at least that old,” Nolan finished for her. “Whatever we’re seeing predates all known galactic cultures, even the Primo. Is there a way you can remove this VI and take it with us?”

      “I think so,” Lena said, crouching next to the pedestal again. “It looks like this thing is housed in a Primo data cube. I can remove it, but we won’t be able to power it or access the data on our own.”

      “Do it. We’ll figure out how we can use it later,” Nolan said.
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      “The Tigris vessel is coming about,” Emo said. Dryker detected a note of urgency in his normally relaxed drawl. “Should we run, sir?”

      “Negative. Lieutenant Ezana, warm up the main cannon. Bring all turrets to a forward-facing position,” Dryker ordered. He gripped both arms of his chair, settling into the relaxed readiness that long exposure to combat had bred in him. “Emo, bring us about to match the Tigris attitude. Get ready for a forward attack run.”

      The Johnston pivoted smoothly in space until it faced the Tigris vessel. The Tigris were accelerating toward them, but Dryker was ready for that. They’d attempt to grapple the Johnston. If they succeeded, the fight was over before it began. If they failed, the Johnston was still at an enormous disadvantage. They were playing a losing game, but he had to try.

      “Lieutenant Ezana, target their aft launch tube,” Dryker commanded, keeping his tone smooth and even. Showing stress before the crew would be devastating to morale, and that was as dangerous as the Tigris themselves.

      The Johnston began to accelerate, the ship shuddering as the engines heated up to maximum thrust. The Tigris vessel grew larger and larger on the view screen, until Dryker could see the trio of large black ports that made the Tigris so feared—the ones that fired the dart fighters that allowed the Tigris to land boarding parties in the middle of combat. The Johnston was still damaged from the last pair of dart hits they’d taken, back in the Mar Kona system, and the last thing they needed was another pair of holes. Not to mention a swarm of angry Tigris warriors prowling the corridors of the ship.

      The two vessels were close now, or close when measured across the vast distances of space. A deep hum built in the bowels of the ship, then the gauss cannon fired. It was a devastating weapon, the pinnacle of mankind’s arsenal. Humanity had learned quickly that lasers were all but useless against ships that had been designed to withstand the stresses of a star’s internals—but those same defenses didn’t do much against a huge hunk of irradiated metal.

      “Shot away, sir,” Mr. Ezana said, in a thick accent. A moment later an explosion bloomed on the Tigris vessel, sending a cheer up from the crew. The starboard launch tube was obliterated by the gauss cannon, and the attack sent a spray of golden debris into space.

      “Sir, they’re launching cables,” Juliard said.

      “Evasive maneuvers, Emo,” Dryker called, leaning forward in his chair.

      The Johnston fired its aft thrusters, juking left as three harpoons shot from the Tigris vessel. If even one landed, the Johnston was doomed.

      Two went wide, but the third was aimed directly at their starboard side. Fortunately, the pair of turrets on that side of the ship were working overtime. They belched a volley of high velocity rounds, their twin streams of metal converging on the harpoon. It was knocked wide by the shots, and passed harmlessly underneath them.

      “Best speed, Emo. Get us some room,” Dryker ordered.

      The Johnston accelerated away from their opponents. The Tigris were going the opposite direction, which meant they had to bleed off their momentum before they could pursue. That bought at least a little time.

      “The Tigris are coming about again,” Emo called.

      “Juliard, plot me their intercept course. How long do we have?” Dryker asked, as calmly as he could manage.

      “Three minutes to intercept, sir,” Juliard replied.

      “Damn it,” Dryker cursed. The Tigris had been spacefaring when mankind still thought the world was flat. Their technology was just better. There was no way the Johnston could outrun them.

      What should he do? Turn about and attack again? It might work, but it was unlikely. The Tigris adapted quickly, and Fizgig was by far and away their most cunning commander. She’d terrified humanity during the last war, and had single-handedly destroyed most of the 1st fleet. If he used the same tactic, she’d be ready.

      “Full burn, Emo. Keep them at range as long as possible,” Dryker ordered.

      That would give them a few minutes at least. He stared tensely at the view screen, which now showed the view from the rear of the ship. The Tigris vessel had already grown from a speck into a full-sized warship. They were closing, and fast.

      Dryker leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. There were no good decisions here. He watched helplessly as the Tigris grew closer, then closer still.

      “Why aren’t they firing darts at us?” Juliard asked in a quiet voice.

      “Because firing would slow them down,” Dryker replied, still focused on the view screen. “Fizgig knows we can’t escape, so she’s going to run us down.”

      “Captain, they’ll be in harpoon range in twenty seconds,” Emo called.

      “Acknowledged,” Dryker said, considering. “Emo, evasive maneuvers the second they fire.”

      Four seconds later the Tigris launched a volley of harpoons. This time the shots were wide of each other. There was one central shot that would definitely hit the Johnston, and three that would go wide if the Johnston held course. Moving in any direction would put them in the path of another harpoon. Clever.

      Emo tilted the stick, and they moved out of the path of the incoming harpoon. Sure enough, that put them into the path of another harpoon. A loud boom echoed through the ship as the harpoon punched through the rear starboard wing. The ship lurched as its speed was reduced, and Dryker winced at the size of the Tigris vessel now directly behind them.

      “Sir, we’ve lost atmosphere in parts of A, B, and C decks,” Juliard informed him.

      “Lieutenant Ezana, if you can sever that cable there’s a bottle of brandy in it for you,” Dryker said, adrenaline making his voice waver.

      “Aye, sir,” Ezana said, as the Tigris vessel loomed closer, reeling them in with the cable attached to the harpoon.

      The turrets on the starboard side of the ship began to fire, converging on the cable holding them in place. They were answered by turrets on the Tigris vessel, which fired a steady stream of high velocity rounds into the Johnston. One of the starboard turrets exploded, but the other continued to fire at the cable.

      “Captain,” Juliard called, “we’re receiving damage reports from all over the ship. We’re taking a beating, sir.”

      “Have fire support teams move to that side of the ship. Seal all affected areas,” Dryker ordered, staring hard at the view screen. “Come on…come on.”

      Then the remaining starboard turret finally did its job. The cable holding them in place took a direct hit, snapping away from the Johnston and rebounding off the Tigris vessel. The harpoon was still embedded in the Johnston, but fortunately it had missed their engines.

      “Emo, get us to maximum speed. Use the planet to slingshot us,” Dryker barked, rising from his chair.

      “Aye, sir,” Emo called. The Johnston pulled away from the Tigris, gaining a little distance.

      “Sir,” Juliard called. “They’ll be on us again in forty-seven seconds.”

      “Blast it,” Dryker snapped. There just wasn’t any way to escape. They were outclassed.

      “Sir,” Juliard called, tentatively. “The Tigris have broken off their pursuit.”

      “On screen,” he called. The view screen shifted to show the Tigris vessel, which was hovering above the planet. It wasn’t pursuing.

      There was no way Fizgig would let him escape, not when he was so close. It just didn’t make any sense.

      “Open a channel, Juliard,” Dryker ordered. The screen shifted to reveal the Tigris bridge. Fizgig glared at him with those terrible feline eyes, tail thrashing angrily.

      “The void watches over you this day, Captain Dryker,” she snarled, looming closer to the screen. Her fangs flashed. “Tomorrow is another matter. Run, because I will hunt you.”

      Then the communication was cut.
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      Hannan took another sip of water before speaking into the comm. “Do you have eyes on the enemy, Mills?”

      “They’re sticking to the area around their shuttle,” Mills whispered back. “They aren’t making a move to attack. I don’t have a clear shot yet, but I’m maneuvering into position.”

      “Keep us posted,” Hannan said. She picked up her rifle and used it to help her get to her feet. The drugs were beginning to wear off, and the exhaustion was getting heavier.

      “Sarge,” Edwards called, a note of warning in his voice. He spun to face the corridor leading into the temple, and she did the same.

      “Hold your fire,” the commander called, his voice unmistakable. “We’re coming out.”

      “About time,” Hannan yelled back, lowering her rifle. She kept behind cover, darting a glance at the tunnel where the charred cats still lay. She’d never get the smell of burnt fur off her armor.

      “Sit rep,” the commander said, dropping down into cover next to her. He was panting from exertion but, given how she felt, she couldn’t really chide him for it.

      “Five hostiles down, five remaining. We can’t exit this place without taking fire,” Hannan said. “No casualties yet, but we’re pretty beat. Not sure it would be wise to launch a frontal assault.”

      “Why haven’t they tried attacking again?” Lena asked.

      Hannan assumed the question was rhetorical, but she answered anyway. “No idea, but I’m thankful they haven’t. We can’t repel them a second time.”

      “Sarge?” Mills whispered over the comm.

      “Go ahead, Mills,” she said, leaning against the block again. It was cool against the back of her head.

      “The cats are pulling back. They’ve just boarded their shuttle, and it looks like they’re lifting off.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Hannan said, shaking her head. “They’ve got us dead to rights—and, even if they didn’t, the Claws never retreat.”

      “Never,” Lena agreed. “Unless they’ve received new orders.”

      The sound of a shuttle’s engines rumbling to life echoed through the dead city. A spray of gravel washed past the front of the tunnel, then the shuttle lifted skyward. The sound of its engines began to recede.

      “Commander Nolan, this is Johnston actual,” Dryker’s voice crackled over the comm. “Please tell me you’ve got what we came for.”

      “I’m not sure, sir,” the commander said. He scrubbed a hand through his beard and peered down at something that Lena was carrying—some sort of cube. “I think so.”

      “Get your ass back to the ship. We’ll wait in low orbit for your shuttle. Johnston out,” Dryker said.

      “You heard the man,” the commander replied. He rose to his feet again, and began moving up the corridor toward their shuttle. “Let’s get the hell off this rock before the Tigris change their mind.”
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      Fizgig was not pleased. She rose from the plush velvet cushions of her chair, her tail flicking back and forth behind her. It was a clear sign of her displeasure, and none of the other bridge officers met her gaze. They knew better than to risk her ire. She licked her paw, then used it to smooth an errant lock of fur on her neck. Grooming calmed her, and if ever she needed to be calm it was now.

      “Are we really letting them go?” Khar asked, growling low in his throat to show what he thought of the notion.

      “You heard the same communique I did, prideless,” she said, whirling on Khar. The burly male stood near the weapons panel, his mane askew from a noted lack of grooming. It was his responsibility to attack, and Fizgig knew his pride had been wounded when they’d pulled away from the human vessel.

      “We had them,” Khar said, a low growl rumbling from his chest. His tail rose over his shoulder, a subtle insult. “One more pass, one more pursuit, and we’d have boarded them. The Johnston destroyed the Revelation. They wiped out scientists. There must be retribution. To do otherwise is pure cowardice.”

      Fizgig pounced. Her claws slid from their sheaths, and she raked them across Khar’s face. He stumbled backwards, reaching for his pistol. She didn’t give him a chance. Fizgig balled her paw into a fist, then slammed it into Khar’s sensitive belly with all the force she could muster. Khar collapsed to the deck, mewling pitifully and trying to crawl away. Spots of blood dotted the patch of white fur on his nose.

      “You are a fool, blinded by pride,” Fizgig said, seizing Khar by the scruff of his neck. She hauled him to his feet, meeting his gaze. “Our kits are in danger. The old and the young are being attacked. They are our priority. The humans will be dealt with—but when we receive word that our homes are being defiled we respond. Our honor does not matter. Only the lives of those in our pride matter.”

      She dropped Khar and returned to the command chair. Fizgig forced herself to sit, though she allowed her tail to flick wildly. “Izzy, is the shuttle aboard?”

      “It’s docking now, Mighty Fizgig,” the white-furred pilot replied, with a deferential nod.

      “Get us to the Helios Gate. Make for the Panthrine system, as quickly as possible.” This command was the opposite of the one Fizgig wished to give, but her own words rang in her head. They had a responsibility.

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, her tail swishing eagerly. She tapped in a series of commands, and the Claw of Tigrana accelerated toward the sun.

      Fizgig’s eyes automatically narrowed, though the view screen cut out nearly all of the sun’s incredible brilliance. They plunged into it, waves of flame washing over the sides of the ship. Then the vessel began to slow. Making their way through the photosphere was easy, but by the time they reached the sun’s core movement took incredible energy. It was the densest material in the known galaxy, and displacing that mass wasn’t easy.

      Fortunately, energy was all around them. Every Helios capable-vessel could channel solar mass, and theirs was no exception. The Claw forged deeper into the star, finally reaching the artificial bubble at the center. The Helios Gate’s titanic structure dominated the darkness, its harnessed singularity hovering in the center.

      “Take us through,” she ordered, flexing her claws. This part always made her nervous, though she couldn’t say why.

      “Connection established,” Izzy said, the fur on her tail standing up until it resembled the odd trees humans used to celebrate their winter festival.

      Their vessel plunged into the singularity, and there was a moment of weightlessness. Then they were elsewhere, outside another Helios Gate, in another star. That was impossible to tell just by looking, of course; the center of every star she’d been in appeared identical, and the Helios Gates themselves were indistinguishable.

      “We’re pushing through the core now,” Izzy called from her communication station. Her white fur was painted orange by the sunlight dominating the view screen.

      They pushed through the star’s mass, long minutes going by until they finally emerged into the corona. She waited until they’d cleared it before issuing orders.

      “Play back the latest signals from Panthrine,” Fizgig commanded, digging her claws into the cushions.

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy answered.

      “—under attack. Everyone is being taken. They’ve destroyed our warships, like they were kindling. If anyone is receiving this, get away from here. Save yourself.” The voice crackled over their communications system, echoing across the bridge.

      Low growls came from several of the crew around her—herself included, she realized. “Get me a scan of the planet. Is anyone still fighting?”

      “Scanning now,” Rowler said. The lean male was the only scientist aboard, and he was a mere acolyte. “These signals are six minutes old, but it doesn’t look like any units are still up. They’ve been wiped out, or taken.”

      “Get us to that planet. Now,” Fizgig ordered. She resisted the urge to hiss at Izzy, knowing that her pilot would get them there as quickly as she could.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, tapping a button on her console. The view screen shifted. “A vessel is rising from the planet. It’s clearing the atmosphere now.”

      “What is that thing?” Fizgig asked, rising from her chair and approaching the view screen.

      The vessel was larger than the Claw, nearly the full size of a Primo carrier. It was made from similar material—the unmistakable blue-black alloy of the first race— and had two long, curved wings that extended before the main body. The thing looked deadly.

      “Can we get into position to intercept?” Fizgig demanded.

      “Yes,” Izzy answered, tapping another series of commands. “They’ll have to pass by us to reach the sun.”

      “Now these furless will find out how the Leonis Pride defends their territory,” Fizgig said. This time she did growl, low and deep in her throat.

      Then something impossible happened. The strange ship shimmered, then faded. It disappeared entirely, leaving a patch of empty black space in its wake.

      “Can we still detect it? Is it giving off any signals?” she demanded, rounding on Rowler.

      “No, Mighty Fizgig,” Rowler said, apologetically. His tail drooped. “They’ve vanished from our sensors. They’re completely cloaked.”

      Not even the Primo had full cloaking technology. What the hell were these things? Fizgig thought back to the Johnston, and to Captain Dryker’s words. Perhaps there was more to them than she’d first thought. Perhaps a new player had entered the game, but if that was the case it raised an interesting question. Why wasn’t Fleet Command more interested in finding out who or what these things were?

      It didn’t matter. Like it or not, she’d been tasked with bringing the Johnston to justice. The humans had destroyed one of their vessels, and would need to pay in blood. After that, then she could learn more about this new enemy.
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      Nolan was the last to enter the captain’s ready room. It was an offshoot of the CIC—just a big chrome table set into the floor, and six chairs. Two of those chairs were occupied, one by Captain Dryker and the other by Lena.

      “Sit down, Commander,” the captain ordered, gesturing at the chair across from him. “Show me what you’ve got, and let’s hope it was worth pissing off the top commander in the Leonis Pride.”

      Nolan slid into the chair, resting his arms on the table. He nodded to Lena, who produced the data cube they’d liberated. She set it on the table in front of the captain, who picked it up and examined it.

      “What am I looking at?” Dryker asked, still studying the device.

      “Lena?” Nolan said, knowing she was more qualified to explain.

      “That’s a Primo data cube, Captain,” Lena began. She leaned closer, pointing at a rune on one of the faces. “These are archaic, and predate the Primo empire—well, the existing Primo Empire anyway. The technology is unmistakable, though.”

      “What does that mean? How can this thing be useful?” the captain asked, eyeing Lena sharply.

      “It’s a Virtual Intelligence, sir,” Nolan offered, knowing the captain was after tactical data. “This VI contains records of whatever this ancient empire is. Lena dates that empire from at least 26,000 years ago—and here’s the part you’ll be most interested in. The VI showed us a ship. The same ship we saw back on Mar Kona.”

      “So, whatever these things are, they’ve existed a long time,” the captain said. He handed the cube back to Lena. “Is that all you recovered?”

      “The only artifact, yes. But we have a name now,” Nolan said. “The VI called these things the Void Wraith.”

      “Are you serious?” the captain asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow. Nolan suppressed a spike of anger.

      “Quite serious, Captain,” Lena said, bristling. Her tail swished haughtily. “I realize how this must sound, but—”

      “Do you?” the captain broke in. “Let me tell you how it will sound to OFI. You want me to tell them that a Primo fairy tale has returned after 26,000 years, and is now wiping out colonies. Don’t worry though, because we have a magic cube…that we can’t actually understand or use in any way. Is that about the length of it, Commander?”

      “Sir, that’s not fair,” Nolan said, fists clenching under the table.

      “I didn’t say it was fair, but we need proof, Nolan. Hard evidence, or we have no chance of convincing either the Primo or OFI that there is a real threat out there.” The captain steepled his fingers, staring hard at Nolan.

      “What we need is a way to translate this cube,” Nolan offered. “I’ll reach out to a friend of mine at OFI and see what she can recommend.”

      “That friend of yours wouldn’t happen to be named Lieutenant Commander Mendez, would she?” the captain asked, voice reproachful.

      “She would, sir, though I’m not sure why that should matter.”

      “Because she’s the reason you were exiled to the 14th,” Dryker growled.

      “Does that mean you’re ordering me not to speak to her?” Nolan asked, as neutrally as he could. Kathryn was bad news, but she was the only option he could think of.

      “There might be another way,” Lena offered. “It’s possible that a Primo library could translate the cube. I think it’s our best shot.”

      The captain glanced at her, seeming to consider her words. “We’re due in Primo space today. When we don’t show up, they’ll be hunting us, too. I’m not sure that making for one of their libraries is a good idea,” Dryker said, shaking his head.

      “Clearly, you’re uneducated where the Primo are concerned,” Lena said, even more primly than before. “Primo libraries are considered holy repositories of knowledge. They are neutral ground. If we visit one, they cannot apprehend or harm us while we are on the premises.”

      Captain Dryker stared hard at Lena, then finally broke eye contact. He heaved a deep sigh.

      “Very well, then we’ll take both courses. Lena, see if you can arrange a visit to a library. Make it as close to human space as possible.” He turned to Nolan. “Commander, reach out to your ‘friend.’ See what she can tell us, but don’t take any risks, and don’t divulge anything beyond our need for a translator.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nolan said. He dreaded talking to Kathryn again.
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      Nolan made the call from his quarters, after finally deciding a direct quantum call was better than an electronic message. He didn’t want to talk to her; if he was going to have to, then the best way to do it would be all at once. Like ripping off a bandage.

      Waiting for the call to connect was brutal. After several moments, the comm panel flashed green and the screen lit up. It showed a face he wished he could forget: Kathryn’s beautiful eyes and her addictive smile. Her long dark curls spilled down the shoulders of her uniform.

      “Nolan,” she said, blinking. “This is a surprise. After how we left things…well, I didn’t expect to talk to you again.”

      “Hi, Kathryn,” Nolan said, clearing his throat. “Listen, this isn’t a social call. I need your help. Given circumstances between us, I’d say you owe me.”

      “That’s true,” Kathryn said, biting her lip. Her eyes shone with emotion, but after a moment the mask descended and she was all business. “What do you need?”

      “If I needed to translate something from ancient Primo, is there anywhere in Fleet space I could do that?” he asked, trying to give her as little as he could.

      “I’m not sure, but I could find out. What do you have?” she asked.

      “I can’t talk about that,” he countered, shaking his head.

      “Nolan, listen. I know you don’t trust me, but I need you to try,” Kathryn said, leaning closer to the screen. She stared searchingly at him, and for a moment he wished he was close enough to touch her. “OFI is acting awfully strange. They’ve shrugged off Dryker’s reports of new technology, which seems really out of character. I’d have expected them to leap at the chance to learn about a new race, especially an advanced one.”

      “Maybe they want to avoid pissing off the Primo? We did destroy a Tigris warship.”

      “True, but there’s more to it than that. They could have smoothed over that incident, and still investigated Dryker’s report,” Kathryn said. “Admiral Mendez has been making a lot of off-log calls, and OFI has been sharing a lot of intel about the Johnston with both the Primo and the Tigris. It sounds like they’re working on a joint task force to hunt you down.”

      Nolan suddenly realized what that meant for Kathryn. Even talking to him could end her career, not to mention causing a rift with her father. Part of him wanted that to happen, but the rest was grateful for her taking the risk.

      “There’s more. Nolan, you’re into something deep. I’ve seen the Tigris call for blood; we expect that. But the Primo? They don’t get involved. For them to want to hunt you down…there’s something we’re missing. Something big. Big enough to hang you out to dry. Don’t expect any help from OFI. In fact, consider them hostile.”

      “I already do,” Nolan replied. He touched the screen with his palm. “Thanks for the info, Kathryn. Find out what you can about translating, and get back to me. If you learn anything you’re willing to share, you can use the usual drops.”

      “I’ll do that. Take care of yourself, Nolan.” She sighed quietly, and brushed her bangs out of her face. “I wish I’d made different choices.”

      “You and me both,” Nolan said, and cut the connection.

      He needed to get some sleep before they reached the library in Primo space.
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      “Commander, we’re in communications range,” Juliard said, rousing Nolan from his thoughts. He straightened in the captain’s chair, stifling a yawn.

      It was late, a little after 2 a.m. ship’s time. They’d just arrived in system to Planatos, one of the oldest Primo systems—so old, in fact, that the star had gone from a red dwarf to a blue. It burned hotter to retain equilibrium, painting everything in the system with a different brush than Nolan was used to.

      There were no planetary bodies here, just a single orbiting station. Like all Primo structures, the station bore fluted columns and had plasma funnels built in at regular intervals. It was breathtaking, and the star’s sapphire illumination made it even more so. The Primo had no doubt designed it here for that reason, as they were obsessed with aesthetics. Form was just as important as function, even in their weaponry.

      The station bristled with particle cannons, each capable of ripping the Johnston to shreds. The cannons were designed to fire beams of ionized particles that tore through armor, and were powerful enough to cook anything close. The place was a veritable fortress.

      “UFC Johnston, this is Planatos station. State your intended business, or be destroyed,” a metallic voice echoed over the comm.

      “Planatos, this is UFC Johnston,” Nolan said, shifting in the command chair. “We’d like to request a meeting with a librarian. We’ve recovered something we think you’ll want to take a look at.” He knew that the libraries were supposed to be neutral, but part of him still wondered if the Primo station was about to blast them into atoms.

      Long moments went by with no answer, and the Johnston held its location. Then the voice finally spoke again. “Approach docking port seven. Keep your weapons powered down, and do not deviate from your course, or you will be destroyed.”

      “Acknowledged,” Nolan said, nodding to Juliard. She gave him a thumbs-up when the connection had been severed.

      “Touchy bunch, aren’t they?” Emo said, glancing over his shoulder with a raised eyebrow.

      “They’re not overly fond of ‘lesser’ races,” Lena said. She sat cross-legged on the floor, a few feet to the right of the captain’s chair.

      “If they’re willing to help us, I’ll happily put up with a little arrogance,” Nolan said. He rose from the captain’s chair and moved over to Juliard’s station. “Can you get me the captain on the line?”

      “Sure,” Juliard said, keying in a sequence on her terminal. A blue light began flashing, then the screen resolved to the captain’s sleepy face.

      “Captain, we’ve arrived in system at Planatos. We’re docking now,” Nolan explained.

      “Good,” the captain said, rubbing blearily at his eyes. He gave a cavernous yawn. “I’ll be in the CIC by the time we dock. Once you’ve been relieved, I want you to take Lena aboard that monster to see what the Primo can tell us about this cube of yours.”

      “Are you certain they won’t alert the Primo government, sir?” Nolan asked.

      “No,” Dryker admitted. The camera shifted to show him sitting on his bed. He began pulling on his boots. “They could rat us out, and we need to be ready for that. I’ll have Hannan standing by to extract you if things go south.”
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      Nolan shifted back and forth nervously as Hannan spun the metal wheel to unlock the hatch. It opened with a hiss, revealing the Primo docking tube. The walls were made of blue-black metal, reinforcing the troubling connection between the Void Wraith vessel and the Primo.

      “Let’s complete our business swiftly,” Lena said, stepping into the tube. Her ears twitched in a way Nolan linked to nervousness, not that he could blame her. He stepped in with her, and they crossed the dozen paces to a black iris-style door on the far side.

      The iris slid open at their approach, revealing two imposing figures in blue-black armor. Nolan recognized the staves they carried, though he’d never seen an arbiter before. Arbiters were the elite Primo guards, widely feared across every culture in known space. Each held a six-foot staff that crackled with blue plasma at either end. Their shock staves could knock a man unconscious with the simplest brush.

      The weapons were made still more intimidating by the aliens that held them. They were personifications of the hologram Nolan and Lena had found: tall, thin aliens with no nose and a tiny mouth. Their eyes were the same—a bright red, unbroken by iris or pupil—but their skin was different. The one on the right had dark blue skin that blended well with his armor. The one on the left had black skin that contrasted with its eyes and made them stand out demonically.

      “You will accompany us to the library proper,” the black-skinned arbiter said. Its voice was flat, yet still carried a note of disdain. It turned on its heel and started walking back to the library. Its legs bent oddly as it moved, in the opposite direction than a human’s, or even a Tigris’s. This made for an awkward gait, but did nothing to diminish the Primo’s imposing demeanor.

      “Lead the way,” Nolan said. He and Lena fell into step behind the arbiters, who led them through a wide corridor and deeper into the library. Tiny floating pedestals with brightly glowing flames lit the corridor at even intervals, an odd contrast to the incredible technology around them.

      They entered a huge chamber, easily hundreds of feet tall. Above them, Nolan could see floor after floor, each containing near-endless rows of shelves. Those shelves didn’t contain books, as he’d expected. They looked a lot more like the shelves in the Primo ruins, and were lined with data cubes. The entire library was silent, not a single voice raised. There was no clink of armor, no occasional sneeze or cough. This place felt as empty as the dead city on Purito, even though he could see Primo scholars dotting the floors above.

      There weren’t many, maybe a dozen in total. That seemed tragic somehow, especially given the sheer size of the library. Given the tables around them, hundreds or even thousands of scholars could have worked here without making the place feel crowded.

      A few scholars looked up as they passed, but most ignored them. They had different skin color, ranging from light blue to deep purple. Those last received a low bow from the arbiters as they passed. Nolan didn’t know what their skin color signified, but clearly it was important in their culture.

      “Wait here,” the lead arbiter finally said, pausing next to a large table with four chairs. The chairs were awkward affairs, designed for the Primo’s very different legs. Nolan chose to stand, though Lena sat as gracefully as she could manage.

      The arbiter who’d spoken turned on his heel and strode off into the library, leaving them with a single guard. Nolan took the opportunity to sit, and Lena sat next to him.

      “I’ve always wanted to see one of the original libraries,” she said, gazing around her in wonder. “There’s more knowledge here than everything gathered by your culture and mine, put together. It’s been here longer than either of our races have been spacefaring.”

      “Let’s hope they’re willing to share that knowledge,” Nolan said, gazing up at the levels above them. The place was impressive, though being here unnerved him. If the Primo decided they wanted the cube, or wanted to detain them, there wasn’t much he’d be able to do about it.

      Several minutes later, the arbiter returned with a robed Primo. This Primo had dark blue skin and studied them impassively as he approached. He stopped before their table, and looked from Nolan to Lena.

      “One of you is a scholar?” the Primo asked in a flat, emotionless voice. It still managed to imbue the question with an unflattering amount of skepticism.

      “I’m an anthropologist, specializing in early Primo ruins. Pre-dynastic mostly,” Lena offered, ears twitching.

      “I see,” the Primo said, with a little distaste. It folded its spindly arms under voluminous sleeves. “Why have you come to library alpha seven two?”

      “We wish to invoke safecall. I’ve brought an artifact we’d like examined,” Lena offered. She reached into her satchel, pulled out the data cube, and set it on the table. “This came from ruins that pre-date the Primo empire. I’ve estimated the age at twenty-six thousand years.”

      “Clearly, the academy on Tigrana is as ignorant as we feared,” the acolyte scoffed. “I mean no insult—you cannot be blamed for your race’s lack of knowledge, of course—but data cubes weren’t created until post-dynastic times. They first appeared in the third dynasty, and were not properly refined until the seventh.”

      “Why don’t you verify the cube’s age?” Nolan said, trying to keep his tone even. “Maybe you can enlighten us about it.”

      “And what does this ‘ancient data cube’ contain that would make it worth our time?” the acolyte asked, cocking its slender head to the side.

      “It’s a VI, but one that speaks a dialect that seems to predate all Primo culture,” Lena explained. She seemed hesitant, but then forged ahead. “The syntactic guides are very similar, but I can’t quite place most of the words it used.”

      “I see,” the Primo said, its mouth becoming a flat line. It stared hard at Lena, then bent to pick up the data cube, inspecting the runes. “I can have this examined. If it’s what you claim it to be, then the library will be grateful for its return.”

      “Return?” Nolan asked, rising to his feet. Out of the corner of his eye he saw both arbiters tense, ready for combat. He moved his hand away from his sidearm. “That cube belongs to us. You can study it, but it’s leaving with us.”

      “I see,” the acolyte said, this time with more than a little distaste. “If you wish to deny us possession of the artifact we will not stop you, of course. Unlike both humanity and the Tigris we hold our traditions in high regard. Please wait here. We’ll study it, and attempt to verify your ‘findings’.”

      The acolyte strode away with the cube, and both arbiters followed. Lena and Nolan were left alone at the table.

      “Cheerful bunch,” Nolan said darkly.

      “I understand their hesitation. They don’t respect younger races, because they have almost ten thousand years more experience than we do,” Lena said, sighing heavily. Her tail swished back and forth behind her.

      “You seem as well-versed as they are,” Nolan said, shrugging.

      “I doubt that. Primo universities are renowned across the galaxy. They spend two decades training. My own studies only lasted three years,” Lena said. She rested her elbows on the table, staring around her in awe.

      “So how did you get into all this?” Nolan asked. He propped his feet up on the table, partly because he knew that would annoy the Primo. “Scientists are rare among the Tigris, right?”

      “Extremely,” Lena said, meeting Nolan’s gaze. “I was a very curious child, even more so than my siblings. My parents encouraged that. I started asking hard questions at a young age, so they enrolled me in the academy on Tigrana.”

      “What kind of questions?” Nolan asked.

      “Things like why every sentient race in the quadrant is bi-pedal,” Lena said, her gaze taking on a feverish glint. “That just shouldn’t be possible. Surely at least one other type of sentient life would have developed. Why not an amorphous blob, or something with three legs? Or six? I also wonder why most races can reproduce with one another. Primo don’t like to admit it, but their DNA is compatible with both humans and Tigris. If we evolved separately, how is that possible? We should be radically different, yet we share over ninety-five percent of our DNA across all three races.”

      “I’m no anthropologist, but that definitely raises some interesting questions,” Nolan admitted. “So what’s your theory?”

      “I don’t have one. At least not yet. But that’s why I began studying ancient Primo culture. They’re the earliest known race. It’s even reflected in their name. Primo Genitus. First race,” Lena explained. “If answers exist, they’re in the roots of Primo culture.”

      “Commander?” Nolan’s comm crackled. At the sound of the captain’s voice, several Primo glanced their way in annoyance.

      “Yes, sir?” Nolan asked.

      “Let’s finish this up quickly,” the captain said. “We’ve just received word that two more colonies have been hit.”
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      Kathryn hesitated as she entered the conference room. Seven men sat around the table, each of them one of the most influential admirals in the OFI. There was more collective power in this room than anywhere else in human space. She moved to stand behind her father, placing her hands behind her back. There were two other aides in the room, each adopting a similar pose.

      “You all know why we’re here,” her father said, his dark eyes roaming the assembled admiralty. “The Johnston has gone rogue. It should have reported to Primo space two days ago, and we’ve had no direct report since.”

      “The Johnston is your responsibility, Mendez,” Admiral Kelley said. He was an older man, with deep white hair and a face like granite. “It’s unclear to me why you think it necessary to call this gathering to deal with one AWOL captain.”

      “I’ll tell you why it’s necessary,” Mendez shot back, pounding the table with a fist. “We’re not the only ones looking for the Johnston. The Tigris are mobilizing—and that isn’t even what should really concern us. The Primo are moving, gentlemen.”

      That caused a stir. Everyone began murmuring at once, and several admirals began typing furiously on data pads. Kathryn’s father, ever the master showman, let the tension build, then spoke again.

      “The question,” he yelled, silencing the room, “is what we choose to do about it.”

      “Should we do anything at all?” Admiral Chu asked. He was the youngest man at the table, in his early fifties. “If the Tigris or Primo find the Johnston first, what do we really lose? We simply disavow them, and sanction any action either government wants to take.”

      “That ignores a critical factor,” Kelley said, jumping in just before Mendez could reply. “What if the Johnston is right? I’ve seen the footage they forwarded. The vessel shown is unlike anything we’ve ever seen, and the fact remains that colonies are disappearing. Two more went dark this morning. Two, at the same time. Are none of you alarmed by this?”

      Kathryn expected a show of support, from Admiral Stiegman at the very least. Stiegman was responsible for one of the two colonies that had disappeared that very morning, yet he sat there impassively. What the hell was going on?

      “No one?” Kelley asked, his gaze roaming the assembled faces.

      “The disappearance of those colonies is alarming, certainly,” her father finally said, his tone placating. “I’ve dispatched several vessels to investigate, and I know that Admiral Chu has done the same. If there is any substance to these claims, then we’ll find it. I find that unlikely, however.”

      “Unlikely?” Kelley roared, half-rising to his feet. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. We have circumstantial evidence showing a new race of very hostile aliens. We’re losing colonies at an ever-growing rate. What will it take to convince you that there’s a problem?”

      “Real evidence,” her father delivered smoothly. “I’m not saying there isn’t a problem, but we can’t afford to go off half-cocked. Not when the Primo are interested in this. Are you willing to risk offending them?”

      Kelley’s jaw clicked shut, and his eyes narrowed. He sank back into his seat, scanning the assembled faces again before speaking. “No one wants a war with the Primo. We all know how that would end for humanity. But, at the same time, I don’t want to see one of our vessels turned over as a sacrifice—not even one from the 14th. This whole thing leaves a sour taste.”

      “You’re right,” Mendez said. He said no more for a few moments, gathering the attention of the room before continuing. “I move that we dispatch a division of the 1st fleet to hunt down the Johnston. If we find them first, then we can choose how to deal with this. That way we avoid a diplomatic incident, and keep the Johnston from being turned over. We can likely get away with just offering Captain Dryker to the Primo.”

      “Is there a second?” Admiral Chu asked, looking around the room.

      “I’ll second,” Stiegman said.

      “All in favor?” Chu asked.

      Everyone but Kelley raised their hand.

      “Vote passes, six to one,” Chu said, rapping a gavel on the table. “Admiral Mendez, you called this meeting. Did you have anything further to discuss?”

      “Not at the moment,” her father replied, giving a plastic smile as he rose to his feet.

      Something about the entire situation chilled Kathryn to the core. The horrified look on Admiral Kelley’s face spoke volumes. To her mind, he was the only one talking sense, yet the others had simply brushed him off. She knew better than anyone that everything her father did was calculated. She was missing something vital.
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      Nolan had very little to do while they waited for the Primo to return. Lena had buried herself in a data cube she claimed couldn’t be found anywhere else, which left him alone with his thoughts. He found himself chasing around the events of the last several days, from the first attack on Mar Kona to the recent disappearances. There were patterns there, but so many pieces were missing.

      It felt like hours had passed by the time the blue-skinned acolyte returned, this time with four arbiters in tow. That alarmed Nolan, and his hand slid unconsciously to the grip of his pistol—not that the weapon would do anything here. If they’d considered it a threat, the Primo would have confiscated it. The fact that they had let him keep it underscored how outclassed he’d be in a fight here.

      There would be no physical resistance on his part. Hannan wasn’t going to break in and save them if something went wrong, regardless of the captain’s assurances.

      “We’ve examined the data cube,” the acolyte said.

      That drew Lena’s attention, and she finally looked up from the data screen she’d been studying.

      “It seems the cube is 26,092 years old. This predates the Primo dynastic culture, making it the oldest data cube on record. It’s quite a find.”

      The way the acolyte stated the facts—as if it had been the one to discover them—rankled, but Nolan held his tongue.

      “We’ve copied the cube into our local archives, and will begin a full study of its contents,” the acolyte continued. “If you’d like a copy of our findings, we will arrange to have it forwarded to your ship.”

      “How long will that take?” Nolan asked.

      “Between seven and nine hours,” the acolyte said.

      “What about the cube? Where is it?” Lena asked. She rose from her seat, stepping around the table to stand next to the acolyte. “If you’ve copied it there’s no reason to keep the original.”

      “Are you certain you can’t be persuaded to turn it over to the library? It is a Primo artifact, and belongs with us,” the acolyte said. It stuck a hand inside its robe, probably to clutch the cube.

      “Quite certain,” Nolan said, rising to his feet. “We’ll take it back. Now, if you please.”

      “Very well,” the acolyte said, extending the cube to Lena. She took it, and dropped it back into her satchel. “We’ve made a slight modification to the programming of the original code. This modification includes several modern languages, so that you can communicate with the VI. No payment is necessary for this service.”

      “Commander Nolan, this is Johnston actual,” the captain’s voice came over the comm. The acolyte seemed startled by the sudden voice. “Return to the Johnston immediately. Run, Commander.”

      “Sir?” Nolan said, switching his comm to internal so only he could hear it.

      “We’ve got three Primo warships emerging from the Helios Gate. They don’t look friendly, and they’re headed our way. It might be coincidence, but I seriously doubt it.” The captain sounded tired.

      “You son of a bitch,” Nolan said, turning to the acolyte. “Who did you tell we were here?”

      “Our organization is neutral, but of course we passed your arrival along to the proper authorities. If they choose to detain known fugitives, it’s none of our business,” the acolyte said. It wore a very smug smile, and Nolan resisted the urge to punch it in its tiny mouth.

      “Let’s go,” Nolan said, seizing Lena’s hand. Then they ran for the Johnston.
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      “Commander Nolan is aboard, sir,” Juliard said.

      Captain Dryker relaxed into his chair, his attention focused on the view screen. “Time until intercept?”

      “It’s too late, sir. The Primo carriers are nearly here,” Emo said, glancing nervously up at Dryker.

      These were Primo ships of the line, which not even he had ever faced. The Primo mostly kept out of galactic squabbles, and had for several centuries. The few exceptions had ended in the total annihilation of whichever group had been foolish enough to anger the Primo.

      “Juliard, call Nolan up here,” Dryker said. Then he turned back to Emo. “Keep the engines hot, and get ready for full burn on my command.”

      “Should I ready the weapons, sir?” Ezana asked from the gunnery station.

      “Negative,” Dryker said. “If we do they might take that as hostile.”

      “The commander is inbound,” Juliard called.

      Dryker’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the arms of his chair. The three carriers grew larger on the screen, each blue-black vessel larger than either a Tigris or human flagship. They were pretty, all curves and artfully-placed weaponry.

      Pretty, but no less deadly for it.

      “Sir?” Nolan asked, plunging breathlessly through the hatch.

      “About time,” Dryker said, shooting to his feet. “Commander, you’ve studied the Primo, yes?”

      “I’m familiar with all the data the OFI accumulated,” Nolan allowed. He glanced at the screen, going white before turning back to Dryker. “What do you need to know, sir?”

      “How do we fight them?” Dryker asked.

      “We don’t,” Nolan said, moving to stand next to the captain’s chair. His eyes were focused on the view screen again. “The Primo use four particle beam weapons. They’re extremely accurate at short range, and will melt our hull to slag in seconds. If they use maximum charge, they can even short out electronics in the areas hit by the weapon. Their hulls are a composite armor we’ve never successfully identified. We have no idea what its composition is, or where they manufacture it.”

      “But it is vulnerable to our weaponry?” Dryker asked. The carriers grew larger on the screen, silhouetted against the backdrop of the blue dwarf.

      “Yes, sir,” Nolan nodded. “There’s an account of a gauss cannon being fired at a carrier. The carrier took significant damage, though it immediately wiped out the vessel  that fired on it.”

      The carriers were close now, relatively speaking. There would be no getting past them—not without a fight, anyway.

      “Recommendations?” Dryker asked.

      “Our only choice is to stay docked,” Nolan said, scratching at his newly grown beard. “In theory, we’re in neutral territory. The carriers can’t apprehend us unless we leave the library.”

      “We can’t stay here forever,” Dryker snapped. He rose from his chair and approached the monitor.

      “We could make a run for it,” Emo said, his voice quavering.

      The three carriers were now close enough to make out the sigils on their hulls, each colossal vessel fanning out in a different direction. Dryker stared at them helplessly, trying to find an option that didn’t end with the deaths of everyone on the Johnston.

      A bright blue beam shot from the first carrier. Dryker winced, but there was no impact.

      “What are they attacking?” he demanded, rounding on Juliard.

      “Sir, that shot hit the library,” Juliard replied, her surprise evident. “The library is firing back.”

      There was an exchange of particle weapons, beams flashing from all three carriers. The library shuddered, and the ship’s connection to the docking tube caused it to shake as well.

      “Sir, all three carriers are launching drones,” Juliard said, her voice more steady now.

      Hundreds of tiny fighters drifted from the carriers. They began coordinated strafing runs at the library. The library wasn’t undefended, and dozens of particle beams picked off fighters. It was a terrifying display of ferocity, on both sides.

      “Emo, decouple us from the station. We’re making a run for it,” Dryker said, walking as calmly as he could back to his chair. He sat, gripping the arms again.

      The Johnston pulled away from the library, accelerating rapidly toward the star. One of the carriers adjusted its course toward them, and several dozen drones moved to intercept.

      “Incoming, sir,” Juliard warned.

      “Full burn, Emo. Ezana, pick off as many bogies as you can,” Dryker ordered. He was aware of the quaver in his voice, and of Nolan watching him with concern. For a moment Dryker considered turning over command, but knew this wasn’t the right time. He needed to get them through this.

      The whole bridge rocked as a pair of particle beams hit. Sparks flew from several panels, and the lights flickered.

      “We’ve lost power to the aft side of B deck,” Juliard called. “Compiling damage reports now.”

      A blue-black fighter whipped by the view screen, firing tiny blue plasma pulses into them. Dozens of its companions joined in, and the Johnston shuddered under the furious assault.

      “Sir, we can’t take much more of this,” Juliard said, giving him a sober look. “Engine two just took a hit. We’ve lost pressure in the aft wing. We’re sealing what we can, but the damage is spreading faster than we can contain.”

      The turrets began to fire and, one after another, the fighters exploded. For every one destroyed, three more continued the attack. The Johnston was gaining distance from the library, but at this rate it wouldn’t matter.

      “Is the carrier pursuing?” Dryker demanded.

      “Negative, sir,” Emo said.

      “Fire on A deck, sir,” Juliard said. “It’s spreading quickly.”

      “Order damage containment teams to deal with that first,” Dryker said, lurching as the Johnston jerked from another impact.

      “Sir, the fighters are breaking off,” Emo said, giving Dryker a wide-eyed look. “It looks like they’re moving back to the library.”

      “They’re letting us go?” Dryker asked, relaxing a hair as they pulled further away. The ship had sustained heavy damage, but the shuddering stopped. The turrets went quiet, and it appeared they had a clear path to the star.

      “Oh, my God,” Nolan said, his eyes widening. He turned to Dryker. “They’re destroying the library to prevent the data cube from reaching Primo command.”
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      Nolan rapped on the hatch to Lena’s temporary quarters. There was no answer, so he rapped again. The wheel on the hatch spun, and it opened to reveal Lena’s rumpled face. She licked her chops in a very alarming way. “Nolan! Come in. I was just going to go find you.”

      Nolan ducked through the hatch and into the cramped quarters. Lena had been given a room with a single bunk and nothing more. There wasn’t even another place to sit. She was using the bed as a research station, and had a tablet with wires running to the cube. She returned to her position, tapping the tablet screen then studying the data feed.

      “It’s the first chance I’ve had to break away from repairs,” Nolan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Engine two is offline, our hull looks like Swiss cheese, and we lost two turrets on the aft side. We need six months in dry dock to get back into fighting shape.”

      “We’re alive,” Lena said. “Also, I’ve been able to converse with the cube. It contains far more information than I’d have guessed. I’ve only done a cursory examination, but I’m already learning some disturbing things.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense,” Nolan said, leaning against the wall. “Tell me what you’ve found. Is it the kind of proof that might get our respective governments to take some action?”

      “If we can get this in front of the right people they won’t be able to ignore it.,” Lena said, finally looking up. “How much do you know about early Primo history?”

      “Pretty much nothing,” Nolan admitted.

      “The Primo empire didn’t hit their stride until about nineteen thousand years ago. Before that is the period they refer to as their pre-dynastic times. For nearly six millennia they were nothing more than scattered tribes, and many of those tribes weren’t even capable of space travel,” Lena explained. “This cube predates those dark ages by at least a thousand years.”

      “I know that the library said the same thing, but how are you substantiating that date?” Nolan countered. “That will be important if we’re presenting this as evidence.”

      “Stellar drift,” Lena said, giving an excited smile. “This data cube contains star charts from the time it was made. I cross referenced those charts with our current astrological charts. Our galaxy has a rotation, just like a solar system or even a planet. That rotation takes approximately twenty-six thousand years, and the chart in the cube lines up with ours almost perfectly.”

      “Okay, so what is this thing?”

      “As near as I can tell, it’s a record of something they called the Eradication. It seems to have been a final war, one that was wiping out their empire,” Lena explained. “The implications are staggering. It means that the Primo empire we know isn’t the first. It’s the second incarnation. The first was wiped out twenty-six thousand years ago, and it took them nearly seven millennia to rebuild something close to what they’d had before.”

      “Wiped out by what is the question. These Void Wraith?” Nolan asked, remembering the term from their brief encounter with the VI in the cube.

      “That’s the implication. The Void Wraith used technology very similar to the Primo, and there were some theories that they were an offshoot of the Primo empire. Those theories were never substantiated, because the Void Wraith wiped out most resistance. They eradicated world after world, taking all citizens they encountered. Just like we’re seeing with the colonies that are disappearing.”

      “Okay,” Nolan said, exhaling as he considered. “So why did these Void Wraith leave the job unfinished? And why return now?”

      “I don’t know. It may have something to do with the galactic cycle. Every 26,000 years our galaxy completes a full rotation,” Lena said. She used her tail to hold the tablet and picked up the cube with both hands. “My research is slow going. I wish we had a Primo cube reader. Then we could plug in the VI and ask it directly. I’ll have to see if I can create a makeshift one. May I have access to your machine shop?”

      “I’ll arrange that,” Nolan said, nodding. “If you could compile all footage of the Void Wraith, and any information about their vessels and weaponry that would be helpful. We’re going to need that if we want to convince our respective governments to do something about this.”

      “I’ll compile a data dump of the footage from the last war. It won’t be comprehensive, but I can have something workable in a few hours,” Lena offered.

      “Do that,” Nolan said. “I’m going to go fill in Captain Dryker.”
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      “I cannot believe I’m this stupid,” Kathryn muttered. She inched along the ventilation duct, using her hands to pull her along.

      She’d been in here for over twenty minutes, all to cross fifty feet. Doing so put her above her father’s office, and she could hear his voice drifting up through the grate in the ventilation duct a few feet ahead of her. Kathryn pulled herself slowly forward, until she could smell the heady scent of tobacco.

      A quick scan of the room showed that Mendez wasn’t alone. He was sitting behind his mahogany desk, and across from him sat a figure she couldn’t quite make out. They were speaking in low tones, but a quick adjustment to her headset amplified the microphone gain enough to pick up their words.

      “Kelley is a problem,” said the man across the table. “He’ll need to be eliminated.”

      “Already taken care of,” her father shot back, his annoyance evident both by his sneer and the tone of voice. “Kelley’s housekeeper will stumble upon his body tomorrow morning. The admiral tragically died of a heart attack, a common problem in his family.”

      “Others will suspect,” the man on the far side of the desk said. He leaned forward, and she caught a shock of blonde hair. “This cannot be allowed to draw attention to our special project. If they learn of the Ghantan system before we are ready—”

      “That won’t happen,” her father said. He opened his desk drawer and removed a cigar, rolling it between his fingers as he stared at the unidentified man.

      “How can you be so sure?” the man asked. “Every lie has an expiration date, Admiral. Sooner or later the wrong people will find out.”

      “This is OFI command, Bruce.” The admiral used a pocket knife to snip the end of the cigar, then smelled it before placing one end in his mouth. “We have the best countermeasures in human space. Every signal is tracked here. Everything. There are no bugs, and the only personnel who know are with us. We can keep a lid on this, until we’re ready to move in force.”

      Kathryn smiled grimly. Her OFI training had been very thorough, and she knew that her father was right. Anything capable of transmitting a signal would be immediately picked up. If someone had dispatched a drone to crawl through the ventilation system, alarms would have gone off at every security terminal.

      Even someone doing so manually, like she was, was nearly impossible. There were scanners between every level, which meant that someone could only move around the ventilation system on the level where they entered it. Since her office was only two away from her father’s, she was able to exploit that loophole.

      “If you say so, I’ll take your word for it,” Bruce said. “It’s a pity we couldn’t reach Kelley. He’d have made an excellent ally.”

      “Too much risk,” her father said, flicking a silver lighter. He puffed at the cigar. “Kelley is—was—paranoid. Reaching him with a larva presented too many chances for failure. Discovery or, worse, the destruction of a larva.”

      “You’re right,” Bruce said. “Any word from our Tigris counterparts?”

      “They’ve kept the Leonis Pride focused on the Johnston, and away from Ghantan. That’s worked for now, but you know how difficult the cats are to control,” her father said. He took a long draw from his cigar.

      “True,” Bruce replied. He waved a hand in front his face, as if warding off the pungent smoke. “What about the Primo?”

      “Our Primo allies have had much better luck, though there is a wrinkle. That’s why I called you,” the admiral said. A note of discomfort entered his expression.

      “Wrinkle?” Bruce asked. The word was emotionless, but the color drained from Mendez’s face.

      “The Johnston docked at a Primo library,” Mendez admitted. He paused, setting the cigar in an ashtray. “They had an artifact with them. A VI extracted from the ruins on Purito.”

      “They have a VI?” Bruce roared. “How could you let this happen, Mendez? You assured me the Johnston wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “And it won’t,” Mendez said, raising both hands placatingly. “The Johnston took severe damage fleeing the Primo system. They’re being hunted by the Tigris, and they can’t return to our space or they’ll be picked up immediately. It doesn’t matter what they find. If they pause to tell anyone they’ll be shot down. The library was destroyed before it could transmit the data cube to Theras Prime.”

      “You’d better hope that’s the case, Mendez,” Bruce growled. He rose to his feet, positively looming over the admiral, and placed both hands on Mendez’s desk. “Our masters are not forgiving. Deal with this wrinkle, or they will deal with you. Do you understand?”

      “I understand,” her father said, weakly.

      “Good,” Bruce said. Then he turned on his heel and headed for the door.

      Kathryn leaned forward, trying to peer through the ventilation grate. She couldn’t quite make out the man’s face. Her movement caused the panel under her midsection to buckle slightly, and the noise caught her father’s attention. The admiral looked up, face knotted with suspicion.

      Kathryn shrank back against the grate, holding her breath. It felt like the admiral was looking right at her, but after a moment he returned his attention to his desk. He picked up his cigar, taking another puff. Kathryn relaxed a hair.

      This was big. Too big. Kelley was about to be assassinated. Multiple admirals were working for an outside force. Apparently, parts of the Tigris government and the Primo government had been compromised as well. What the hell was a larva?

      She had to get word to Nolan.
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      “Show me this VI, and make it quick. I’ve got about four hundred other things to deal with,” Captain Dryker said as he ducked under a bundle of exposed wiring, and into what passed for a conference room aboard the Johnston.

      Nolan was seated at the far side of the table, staring intently at the crazy contraption Lena was working on. She’d constructed a small black box, with a number of wires extending from the side. Those wires wrapped around the cube they’d liberated from Purito.

      “I just need one more minute,” Lena said, without looking up from her work. She connected a final wire to one of the cube’s facets, then soldered it into place. “There we go. I can turn it on whenever.” Lena blinked up at him, using a paw to smooth her golden fur.

      “Do it,” Dryker said, settling a hand on the grip of his sidearm. There wasn’t any threat here, but turning on an alien artifact didn’t seem like a good idea, no matter how badly they needed the information.

      Lena pressed a button on the side of the black box, and it began to hum. A moment later multicolored light burst from the top of the device. It coalesced into a holographic figure, roughly two feet tall. The figure was dressed strangely, but it was undeniably Primo.

      “Welcome to installation 419,” the figure said, bowing. “I am Ducit Alba. How may I be of assistance?”

      “Do you know where you are?” Dryker asked. He released his weapon, crossing his arms.

      “I do not,” the hologram said. It looked around the conference room. “This architecture is strange. Have I been removed from installation 419?”

      “Yes,” Nolan said. He met Dryker’s gaze, then raised a questioning eyebrow. Dryker nodded, and Nolan continued. “You’re aboard a human vessel. Roughly twenty-six millennia have passed since you were left in installation 419.”

      “Calculating,” the hologram said. It flickered briefly. “A complete galactic rotation has occurred. If our theories were correct, the Eradication has begun.”

      “Eradication?” Dryker asked. He dragged a chair to the side of the table closest to the VI, then sat down.

      “I was created during the final war, along with many others like me, to serve as a record. When victory became impossible, we shifted the focus of our efforts. If we could not defeat the Void Wraith, we hoped to ensure that our offspring would have the necessary tools to do so when they came again,” the VI explained.

      Dryker was silent for a long moment as he considered. “What can you tell us about this final war?”

      “Prior to the war, our civilization spanned the bulk of this galaxy. We’d colonized over four hundred worlds, and used our Helios Gates to travel between them. Our empire existed for over ten millennia.” The VI flickered again, and the room began to smell of ozone. Lena knelt next to the box and began fiddling with it. “Then the Void Wraith arrived. First, they came in secret. They built fleets in the corners of our empire, and used stealth to grow in strength. Colonies were attacked without warning, disappearing without a trace.

      “Our government was slow in responding. We could not agree on the source of the attacks, and by the time we learned the true nature of our adversary it was too late,” the VI said. “Hundreds of fleets had been built, and they roamed our space at will. We won battles, but no matter how many Void Wraith we stopped…there were always more.”

      “Where did these Void Wraith come from?” Nolan asked.

      “Unknown,” the VI replied.

      “Why did they take your colonists?” Dryker asked.

      “Unknown,” the VI replied.

      “Okay,” Dryker said, heaving a sigh. “What can you tell us about the Void Wraith technology? Do you possess weapon schematics?”

      “Yes,” the VI said. “We identified several models. We named their shock troops Judicators. They appear to be independent cybernetic units that answer to some sort of collective intelligence. They use high-yield particle weapons, and self-destruct if captured or incapacitated.”

      “And their vessels?” Nolan asked.

      “We named their ships Harvesters, as those vessels harvested our colonies,” the VI explained. “We never captured one, so our knowledge was limited.”

      “Can you tell us anything else about the Void Wraith?” Dryker asked.

      “I can tell you a great deal, but without refining your query I do not think you will find the information useful,” the VI said.

      “Okay, turn it off,” Dryker ordered.

      Lena flicked a switch on the black box and the VI disappeared. Dryker rubbed his temples as he considered his options.

      “What now, sir?” Nolan asked quietly.

      “Now,” Dryker said, looking up to meet Nolan’s questioning gaze, “we decide how to fight back. We know that the Void Wraith are a threat. If they’re operating like they did 26,000 years ago, then their top priority is building a fleet. Perhaps they’re using our colonists as slave labor to do that. Regardless, we need to find that fleet.”

      “Even if you find it, what will that do?” Lena asked.

      “On its own, nothing,” Dryker admitted. “But it’s the next step. If we can find the fleet, we have hard evidence. Evidence the OFI can’t ignore.”

      “So how do we find that fleet?” Nolan asked.

      “That’s the real question,” Dryker said, rising from the table. “I’m leaving you two to do that. Lena, I want you to interrogate the hell out of that VI. Find out everything you can about the Void Wraith. How did they build their fleets last time? Nolan, I need you to contact Lieutenant Commander Mendez. She’s high enough in the OFI command structure that if they know anything about a possible staging area for these Void Wraith she might be able to find it. It’s possible OFI already has the data they need, and just don’t know what they’re seeing. Get her working on a solution.”

      Nolan grimaced, but nodded. That pleased Dryker. He knew Nolan’s history with the lieutenant commander had left a scar, but it said a lot that Nolan was able to compartmentalize his feelings. The commander understood that his duty came first, and that was a rare thing in the officers who generally found their way to the 14th.

      “What about you, sir?” Nolan asked.

      “We took one hell of a beating in that last fight,” Dryker said, patting the wall. “The Johnston is tough, but she’s hurting. I don’t much like hiding out in an asteroid field, but I don’t see much choice. We need time in dry dock, and since that isn’t going to happen I’m going to see what we can do on our own. You two will have twelve hours to work. That’s the length of time I’m giving our techs to get the Johnston back on her feet. After that, we’ll reconvene and decide what to do next.”
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      In his quarters, Nolan picked up his tablet, took a deep breath, and dialed Kathryn. It wasn’t as hard as it had been the last time, though his pulse still quickened when the connecting icon flashed. Then her face appeared.

      “Nolan,” Kathryn said, blinking. She glanced over her shoulder, then back at the tablet. “Give me a second.”

      The line went staticky for a moment, a sure sign that she’d engaged additional countermeasures. OFI calls were hard to track anyway, but almost every former operative had cooked up their own additional encryption. It wasn’t just smart; it was a survival mechanism.

      “I’m glad you called,” Kathryn finally said. Her expression softened. “We haven’t really had a chance to talk.”

      “Now isn’t the time, Kathryn. Hopefully that time is soon, but we’ve got bigger concerns right now,” Nolan said. It was only partially to dodge dealing with his feelings. “Listen, I need to know if anything hush-hush is going on with the brass.”

      “You have no idea,” she said, glancing down at her wrist. “We’ve only got about two more minutes before the line isn’t safe. My encryption should hold that long. I’m going to have to report this call to the admiralty, but I don’t have to tell them what was said.”

      “They’re watching you?”

      “Closely,” Kathryn replied. She reached out to touch the screen with her fingertips. “I’m sorry about how all this went down, Nolan. I wish I could change it.”

      “Two minutes?” Nolan said, raising an eyebrow. Kathryn wasn’t normally sentimental, and it surprised him that she was so distracted.

      “I’ll give it to you straight. The admiralty has been infiltrated somehow. My father is working for someone, a man I don’t recognize,” she explained, glancing furtively over her shoulder again. “They’re hanging you out to dry, which I know you’re already aware of. It goes deeper, though. They’re trying to keep attention off something they called ‘Ghantan.’ I think that’s the name of a system, but I couldn’t find a record of it anywhere. I don’t know what they’re hiding there.”

      “How do you know they’ve been infiltrated?” Nolan asked. He’d gone cold. This confirmed suspicions he already had, and raised new ones.

      “They were open about it. It’s worse, though. Admiral Kelley’s body was found this morning. Heart attack.”

      “Shit,” Nolan said. Admiral Kelly had been a good man, and heart attacks were a signature of OFI assassins. “You’re sure this line is secure? What’s to stop them from coming after you?”

      “It’s secure, but there’s nothing to protect me, Nolan,” she said, wrapping a lock of hair absently around one finger. “Like I said, I’ll report the call. I think my father expects you to contact me.”

      “Probably a good plan. Tell him we’re trying to hide from the Primo and the Tigris while we repair the ship. It’s the truth,” Nolan suggested.

      “I’ll do that,” Kathryn said. Her eyes widened. “Oh, one more thing I thought you’d want to know. My father talked about agents among the Tigris, and among the Primo. Whatever this conspiracy is, it’s bigger than just the OFI.”

      “Jeez,” Nolan said, leaning back in his chair. The news hit him like a hammer. “Thanks, Kathryn. If you find anything else, use one of our drops. I’ll do the same, and I won’t contact you directly again.”

      “Be careful, Adam.” Kathryn’s expression was somber. She stabbed the disconnect button, and the screen went black.

      Kathryn had only used his first name once before, and he knew why she’d done it now: it was as close as she could get to expressing her feelings. Nolan shook his head, suppressing that part of the conversation. He had more important things to deal with.
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      Nolan waited for the tech to finish with his welder before stepping around the man and into the conference room. The captain and Lena were already seated. Lena’s strange contraption was scattered all over the table, but the VI was off at the moment.

      “Come in, Commander,” Dryker called, gesturing to the seat opposite him. Nolan dropped into it, setting his coffee on the table next to him. It was all that was keeping him going.

      “Did you learn anything useful?” Nolan asked Lena.

      “Not really. I’ve compiled all the data I could glean into a directory on the Johnston’s main drive. I’ve sent you a link,” Lena explained. Her fur was unkempt, and her normally alert gaze was vacant. Not surprising, since the entire crew had spent the last twelve hours working feverishly.

      “What about you, Nolan?” the captain asked. He looked more awake than Nolan felt. Maybe the captain had found time for a nap.

      Nolan certainly hadn’t.

      “I spoke to Kathryn, and she’s given me one hell of a revelation,” Nolan explained. He sipped his coffee, and considered how best to explain. “The admiralty has been infiltrated somehow. What’s more, she believes that both the Tigris and Primo have been infiltrated as well.”

      “I expected as much,” the captain said. He scrubbed his fingers through his hair, and gave a deep sigh.

      “You knew?” Nolan asked.

      “Suspected,” Dryker said. He shook his head. “It makes too much sense. We’ve been yanked around, and the admiralty has made no move to solve this problem. I first suspected something the last time I spoke to Mendez. He’s changed, and not in a good way. Hanging out a Fleet captain as a scapegoat? That never would have flown with him a few years ago. The final confirmation was the Primo blowing up their own library. Someone high in their command structure wants to cover up what we’ve found.”

      “Something the VI said got me thinking.” Nolan looked from Lena to the captain. “Remember when it said that the Void Wraith were careful to keep hidden until it was too late? What’s the best way to keep hidden?”

      “Hiding in plain sight,” Lena said, blinking.

      “Exactly,” Dryker confirmed. “If you plant agents within any government capable of reacting, you can ensure that your activities remain unnoticed until you no longer care about their discovery.”

      “So what do we do about it?” Lena asked.

      “I have another piece of information that might give us an answer,” Nolan said. “I probably should have led with it. The admiralty is trying to keep attention off something they call ‘Ghantan.’ Kathryn ran a search, but couldn’t find a reference to it. She guesses it might be a system.”

      “I haven’t heard of it,” Dryker said.

      “Neither have I,” Lena said.

      “What about the VI?” Nolan asked.

      “Good point,” Dryker said, smiling grimly. “If you’re a long vanished race, what’s the best code? Terms from an empire that no longer exists.”

      Lena pressed a button on the side of the black box, and a moment later the holographic display flickered to life. The Primo VI appeared,  giving them a bow as it resolved. “How may I serve?”

      “Are you familiar with the Ghantan system?” Dryker asked.

      “The Ghantan system is the largest producer of varentium ore,” the VI explained. “It supplied Fleet operations for nearly two centuries, until the final war.”

      “How do we cross reference the location with modern star charts?” Nolan asked.

      “I have an idea for that,” Lena said. She picked up a silicon chip, and inserted it into the side of the black box. “This will link the VI to the Johnston’s mainframe.”

      “Is that a good idea?” asked Dryker. “What if this thing tries to take over the ship?”

      “It can’t,” Lena said. “The data bandwidth from this connection is minimal, and I can terminate it at any time.”

      “Ahh, so much data,” the VI said. It flickered briefly. “I’ve accessed your star charts, and have overlaid our own. Given the stellar drift, the most likely location of the Ghantan system is here.”

      A star map shimmered into existence above the black box, replacing the VI.

      “That’s in Primo space,” Nolan said, leaning closer. “We can be there in three Gates.”

      “Emo, this is the captain,” Dryker said, speaking into his communicator. “What’s the status of repairs?”

      “We’re a mess, Captain, but engine two is back on line. We’re missing a lot of armor, and down two turrets on starboard,” Emo said.

      “It will have to do. I’m forwarding a course to you now. Fire up the engines, and make for the Helios Gate,” Captain Dryker commanded.
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      “You have the bridge, Commander,” Captain Dryker said. The words caught Nolan off guard, and he didn’t react immediately. He glanced at the view screen, then back at the captain.

      “Are you sure, sir?” Nolan asked. The view screen was a mass of red, showing the undulating layers of the star’s core as they pressed through to the surface. In a few minutes they’d emerge into the Ghantan system.

      “I’m sure,” Dryker replied, rising from the captain’s chair. “I’m tired, son. You’re capable of handling this, and part of being in command is knowing when to delegate.”

      Nolan watched as the captain ducked through the hatch and out of the CIC. The bridge crew shared looks, and Nolan could tell they were concerned. They placed their collective faith in the captain, and that faith had just been shaken. The captain had revealed weakness, and at a critical time.

      “Juliard, how long until we breach the photosphere?” Nolan asked, moving to the captain’s chair.

      “Three minutes, sir. It will be another six until we’re free of the corona,” Juliard said. She glanced at the hatch where the captain had disappeared, then back at her console.

      “Alert me as soon as we’ve reached the corona,” Nolan said. He lapsed into silence, watching the screen as they pushed through the sun.

      The very idea that they could travel through a star still awed him. The tremendous pressure and heat were unlike anything else in the galaxy, and the fact that various races had harnessed technology that allowed them to circumvent those pressures was a testament to just how much could be accomplished.

      Minutes passed, and no one spoke. The crew had been through a lot in the last week, a wholly separate set of pressures. They were cut off from their government. Cut off from family, friends, and any other type of support. They were being hunted. Their ship was severely damaged. They were low on ordinance.

      “We’re breaching the photosphere and entering the corona, sir,” Juliard said, her voice breaking the near silence. The only other sound came from beeping monitors, and the background hum of the computers.

      “Orders, sir?” Emo asked as the Johnston burst from the dense, roiling mass of flame and plasma.

      “Make for that solar storm,” Nolan commanded. He rose from the captain’s chair and moved to stand next to Emo. “Keep us under cover.”

      “Are you certain, sir?” Emo asked. The waif-like pilot shifted in his chair. “That storm could tear our engines apart if we aren’t careful. The rear inductive field won’t function while we’re under thrust.”

      “Dryker claims you’re the best pilot in the 14th,” Nolan said, folding his arms. “Is he lying?”

      “No, sir,” Emo said. He guided the Johnston toward the storm, a mass of flares bursting and twisting from the sun’s surface.

      “I know I’m new here,” Nolan said, straightening. He looked around the bridge, making sure that each and every person was paying attention. “I know I’m not the captain. But I’m what we have right now. My father had a saying: ‘On your death bed, you’re visited by the person you could have been.’ What we’re doing is dangerous. We could die. But if we don’t do this—if we sit by—then the entire galaxy could pay the price.”

      No one replied. There was no applause. But everyone stood a little straighter; they bent to their stations with a little more pride. Nolan suppressed a smile, returning to the captain’s chair. He wasn’t a great commander, but he’d just taken a step toward being a good one.

      The Johnston bucked wildly as a solar flare shot up from the sun’s photosphere. It knocked them to starboard, and Nolan would have fallen if he hadn’t caught himself on the captain’s chair. A few gasps came from the crew, but no one panicked. Emo guided them around the flare, into the tip of the storm.

      “We’re about two hundred miles above the surface, sir,” Emo said, guiding them smoothly around another flare.

      “Juliard, begin scans,” Nolan ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. The view screen flickered, providing a visual of the area she was scanning.

      The Ghantan system didn’t contain planets, but it did contain a vast asteroid belt circling the star. There had to be billions of rocks, and Nolan wondered idly why those rocks hadn’t formed into a planet.

      “Sir,” Juliard said after several moments. “We’re detecting two objects. I’ll put them on screen.”

      “Look at the size of that thing,” Nolan said, studying the larger of the two objects on the screen. It was massive, almost a planet in its own right. “That’s a factory. See along the rear section? Those are dry docks. This thing is building ships out of those asteroids.”

      Nolan counted seven vessels docked in the berths on the bottom of the factory, and it was possible there were more on the side they couldn’t see. Each of the vessels—complete, or close to it, as far as Nolan could tell—was constructed of the now-familiar blue-black alloy, in the strange pincher-winged V-shape that he’d first seen on Mar Kona…was it really only a week ago?

      The factory itself resembled one of the Primo’s carriers, but far larger and far more lethal; it bristled with weaponry unlike anything Nolan had ever seen. Clearly, any approach would result in swift death. It would take an entire fleet to take that thing down, and that fleet would likely suffer heavy casualties.

      “What do you make of the second object, Lieutenant?” Nolan asked Juliard. He stared at the odd spherical structure floating a short distance from the factory.

      “I’m not sure, sir,” she replied, pursing her lips. “It’s giving off massive amounts of radiation of a type we’ve never seen. That thing has almost as much mass as a small star. Those ports on the bottom appear to be thrusters, so whatever it is…it’s probably mobile.”

      “Complete your scans, then get us the hell out of here,” Nolan said, barely above a whisper. They’d found the Void Wraith, but now what the hell were they supposed to do? They’d need an army to deal with them…and they didn’t have one.
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      Nolan shielded his eyes from the approaching flashlight, lowering his own so as not to blind the other crewman.

      “Sorry, sir,” said a tech he didn’t recognize, lowering his flashlight. He ducked past Nolan, hurrying down the corridor toward C deck.

      Even in the darkness, Nolan could see the man was tired. They all were. Every last crew member had been drafted into repairs, and even with all their hard work the Johnston was in bad shape. That wasn’t as apparent right now, because they’d gone dark. Only life support and gravity had power. Everything else, anything that broadcast a signal, was dark.

      He continued up the corridor, stepping over a thick conduit along the floor, then ducking under a ladder. He finally reached the captain’s ready room, which had a small portable lantern near the center of the table. Captain Dryker and Lena were already there, each nursing a cup of coffee—probably the only thing keeping them conscious.

      Nolan scratched at his chin as he sat down. The stubble was starting to itch, and was threatening to become a full beard unless he found a razor today. Maybe he should just leave it. Maybe that was how the captain had first grown his beard. Not shaving meant one less thing to worry about daily; when you had the pressures of command, every worry added to the pile.

      “All right. Let’s recap what we know,” the captain said, rubbing at his eyes. He looked more haggard than usual, his uniform rumpled and beard unkempt.  The same coffee stain from the day before was still on his right cuff.

      “You’ve read the initial report about the two structures. The first is obviously a starship factory,” Nolan said. He turned to Lena, who was busy grooming. “I’m hoping Lena might have some theories about the second structure.”

      “I don’t have a theory, but I do have some interesting data,” she said, looking up to meet Nolan’s gaze. She stopped cleaning herself, folding her paws together. “The second structure contains a heavy element we’ve never seen before.”

      “What do you mean by heavy element?” the captain asked.

      “Hmm,” Lena said, licking her chops in a very unsettling way. “Your people have something called the periodic table of the elements. Are you familiar with it?”

      “Yes,” Dryker said, nodding.

      “The number on each element corresponds to the number of protons and neutrons it contains. Heavier elements have more,” Lena explained. She gave a yawn, and her fangs flashed in the low light. “The heaviest element on the table has 120 protons. Enriched Uranium has 235. The element in that structure has over five hundred.”

      “What does that mean, exactly? What would an element like that be used for?” Nolan asked. He ripped open a packet of aspirin, and ate them dry.

      “I can only speculate,” Lena said. She cocked her head. “There’s more energy in that structure than I’ve ever seen outside of a star. It could do anything from igniting a new sun to being the largest bomb we’ve ever seen. We just don’t know.”

      “I guess it doesn’t really matter what that thing is. They’re building it, so we need to destroy it. And that factory,” Nolan said. He straightened. “If we’re going to do that we need a whole hell of a lot more firepower than the Johnston can bring to bear, especially in her current state.”

      “Where are you planning to get this army?” Lena asked. Her ears twitched. “If the Void Wraith really have infiltrated every major fleet, then there’s no way we can convince anyone to come help.”

      “It’s troubling,” Dryker said, giving a sigh. “We have to assume that any attempt to bring an organized force to this system will be blocked.”

      “What about an unorganized method?” Nolan asked. He gave a grim smile. “How about we use our notoriety against them? Everyone is hunting us. The Primo, the Tigris…hell, even OFI seems to want us dead. We broadcast our location to each group, basically flash our asses, and then run back here.”

      “So all three governments send groups to hunt us down, and those groups end up in this system,” Dryker finished. He smiled for the first time in days. “I like it. Tell me more.”

      “We could use the Quantum Network to alert Fleet and the OFI,” Nolan said, thinking out loud. “That will be the easiest part of the plan.”

      “If you want to bring the Leonis Pride you’d need to jump into the Tigrana system. It’s a sacred place. If a human were to trespass there, the Tigris would have no choice but to hunt you down,” Lena said, blinking. “That would bring the Leonis running. It might get other prides to come too.”

      “What about the Primo?” Dryker asked. He still looked tired, but some of his strength had returned.

      “I can’t think of a way to get them to come,” Nolan said. He scratched his stubble again. “We could use the Quantum Network to broadcast a signal to their space, but I’m not sure they’d react. They’re slow and deliberate—and, even if they do come, its unlikely to happen before the battle is decided one way or another.”

      “We’ll make the attempt, at least. It isn’t the best plan, but it will have to do,” Dryker said.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            41

          

          

      

    

    







            Quantum Lite

          

        

      

    

    
      Kathryn glanced over her shoulder to ensure she was alone, then sat down at the terminal. It was as public as one could get, a small, blocky box set into one of the tables in the mess hall. Ostensibly it was there for busy officers to use during meal times, but more often than not, enlisted personnel used it to play games or chat with their SO across the vast distances bridged by the Quantum Network.

      She was alone, which was to be expected at this hour. That was why she’d come, after all. The security cameras would pick her up, but that was a good thing. Anyone observing her would see a tired officer taking a break, not an operative conducting clandestine business.

      Kathryn sipped her coffee, then fired up the terminal. There were two security cameras in the room, but she’d deliberately chosen a table whose screen wasn’t visible to those cameras. In theory, this was the most private place she could be right now. That was critical, as she’d become increasingly sure that she was being watched. That wasn’t uncommon in OFI, but it went deeper than that. Her father suspected her loyalties; she was sure of it. Her only hope was that he believed she wouldn’t act on those loyalties, so she needed to be sure not to give him reason to doubt her.

      The screen lit up, and she did a quick scan of the local news stories. These updated hourly, pulling data from the entire fleet. That was the beauty of the Quantum Network. With quantum entanglement, distance didn’t matter. A line of stories filled her news feed, and she began scanning for anything interesting.

      Her heart nearly stopped when she read the third headline: UFC Johnston Sighted In Ghantan System.

      She clicked the link, and began scanning. The article showed a picture of the Johnston, and claimed it had been sighted in the Ghantan system. It even included a star map showing that system.

      Kathryn grinned. The move had Nolan’s fingerprints all over it. Officers would begin checking their news feeds as they woke up, and too many people would see this. It couldn’t be ignored. The OFI would have no choice but to send a fleet to investigate.

      “Clever, Nolan,” she said, leaning back in her chair and stifling a yawn.

      Then the story disappeared. Her screen flickered, and she was back on the news feed. She scrolled up, then down. There was no sign of the story. It was just…gone. Someone was scrubbing the news feed, and doing it close to real time.

      Kathryn ran a search for the word ‘Ghantan’ and found four more stories. That made sense. Nolan was thorough, and wouldn’t have left something so important to one story. He’d replicated it many times, to try to secure broader notice. The screen flickered. Now there were three stories.

      “Damn it,” she said, hitting refresh again. It was down to two.

      Kathryn considered the situation. She considered everything on the line, and her own role in things. Nolan had located the system she’d pointed him at. He’d likely learned more about these Void Wraith, and was obviously trying to get help there the only way he knew how. If that help didn’t arrive, there was probably no way the Johnston could stop the Void Wraith. Nolan needed OFI. He needed her.

      “This is definitely the stupidest thing I’ve ever done,” she said, closing her eyes for a moment. She owed Nolan. He’d given up a promising a career, thanks largely to a mistake she’d made. She had to make this right.

      Kathryn opened her eyes, resolved. There were two networks in OFI space. The biggest and best was the Quantum Network, which was controlled by the military. But there was also Quantum Lite, the civilian network. It had less bandwidth, and longer queues, but it was how civilian governments communicated. That network fell under the auspices of OFI but, because it was used by far more people than the military network, it was much more difficult to police. Stories could go viral in an instant.

      Kathryn copied the last remaining story about the Ghantan system. She spent several minutes writing a simple computer script, one that would replicate the story and fire it off on a timer. Then she bridged the two networks, and set the script to start firing stories into the Quantum Lite network. Doing so would be considered a breach of security. It would be traced back to her eventually, and she’d be brought up on charges. She might be flushed from the service, or—given what she’d seen of her father lately—might meet an even worse fate.

      It didn’t matter. This was the right thing to do. She’d ducked morality when she had a chance to save Nolan, and had watched his career be picked apart because she’d stayed silent. This was a chance to atone, even if Nolan never knew it. At least she’d finally be able to sleep again.

      She executed the script and watched the story begin to replicate across both networks. Then she turned the terminal off, smiled, and walked back to her quarters.
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      “I cannot believe we’re doing this,” Nolan said, grabbing the handle set into the CIC’s bulkhead.

      “It was your idea,” Captain Dryker countered from the captain’s chair. He was grinning like a madman, his gaze focused on the view screen.

      The Johnston had just emerged from the star, a G-class star not unlike Earth’s sun. They were free of the corona, which meant that their sensors were able to scan the system. It also meant that they were visible to anyone in-system who happened to be scanning.

      “Sir,” Juliard said, her voice quavering. “I count seventy-three Tigris vessels. At least a third are Leonis Pride, and most of those are warships. They’re primarily concentrated around Tigrana, but there is some traffic to and from the Gate.”

      “Excellent,” Dryker said. He smiled grimly. Nolan noted that the captain’s uniform had been pressed, and he had apparently found time to trim his beard. “Scan for the Claw of Tigrana.”

      “Yes, sir,” Juliard said. She was silent for several moments. “I’ve located it. They’re here, sir.”

      “Open a channel,” Dryker said.

      A moment later the view screen changed. It showed the bridge of a Tigris vessel, a view Nolan had never seen before. Its layout roughly mirrored that of the Johnston’s own CIC, and several Tigris stood near various consoles. Their captain was terrifyingly similar to a female lion, so much so that Nolan took a step backward.  She stared imperiously at Captain Dryker, and Nolan read murder in those bestial eyes. There was history between the captain and this Tigris, of that Nolan was sure—history that went beyond what had happened in the Purito system.

      “Another human might not understand the insult you have offered my race by coming here,” the enemy captain said. She growled low in her throat, and her tail thrashed wildly behind her. Each time she spoke, Nolan could see her two-inch fangs. “You know better, Dryker. You know what you have done, which means you have done it intentionally. Why have you besmirched our honor? Do you crave death so very much? I assure you, you are about to meet her.”

      “Hello, Fizgig,” Dryker said, calmly, and gestured to Nolan. “My XO, Commander Nolan, would like a few words.”

      Nolan licked his lips, then stepped forward and looked up at Fizgig. “You’ve lost colonies. So have the Primo. So have we. We’ve figured out who’s attacking them. It’s an ancient race. The Void Wraith.”

      “The Void Wraith are nothing but a fairy tale,” Fizgig said, her eyes narrowing. “You’ve come all this way to tell stories?”

      “We’re broadcasting the data we’ve accumulated on the Void Wraith,” Nolan said, stabbing a button on his tablet. “You don’t trust us, and we can’t blame you for that. But look objectively at the data. We have a common foe, Fizgig.”

      “Even were that true, I’m still honor-bound to destroy you. Coming here has ensured your deaths.”

      “Maybe,” Dryker said. He gave a cavernous yawn, and the Tigris captain recoiled as if struck. “First you have to catch me, Fizgig. You couldn’t do that back at Purito, and you’re not going to do it here. I’ll even tell you where I’m going. We’re heading to the Ghantan system. I’m broadcasting the location now. If you’re warrior enough, then follow us. Bring your fleet. I promise you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

      “You—” Fizgig began, growling low in her throat.

      “End transmission,” Captain Dryker ordered. The screen went black, then returned to a view of space. “Lieutenant, is the Tigris fleet’s posture changing?”

      “Negative, sir,” Juliard said. She paused, studying her terminal. “It appears that only the Claw of Tigrana is moving to engage us. The rest of the ships aren’t taking the bait.”

      “Blast it,” Dryker said, slamming a fist down on the arm of his chair. “Juliard, access the battle footage from Mar Kona.”

      “I have it, sir,” Juliard said. The view screen showed the debris field they’d first encountered, the wreckage of the science vessel Revelation.

      Lena tensed, her tail thrashing as she studied the screen.

      Nolan felt for her. She was seeing the remains of the vessel she’d called home. Who knew how many friends and family she’d lost when it was destroyed?

      “Broadcast this footage system-wide,” Dryker said.

      “Yes, sir,” Juliard replied. She was silent for several seconds. “It’s been sent, sir. Every vessel in the system can see it, plus the data Commander Nolan sent.”

      “That should do it,” Lena said, her voice just above a whisper. “No Tigris will be able to ignore that insult, especially those in the Leonis Pride. You’ve shown that you destroyed one of our science vessels, and you’ve broadcast it in one of our most holy places.”

      “Let’s hope it worked,” Dryker said. He turned to Emo. “Get us out of here, Ensign Gaden.”

      “Aye, sir,” Emo said. The Johnston began to turn, then headed back into the star’s corona.

      “Are we being pursued?” Dryker asked, his voice was tense.

      “Negative, sir,” Juliard said. “The Claw of Tigrana is still the only one pursuing us.”

      “How is that possible?” Dryker said, rounding on Lena. “I thought you said we’d insulted your entire culture.”

      “You have,” Lena said, growling deep in her chest. Her eyes narrowed, and she flexed her claws. “My people will never forgive this. I don’t understand why they aren’t pursuing.”

      “The Claw will be here in four minutes,” Juliard called.

      “Get us out of here,” Dryker said.

      Nolan watched the view screen. It looked like they’d failed, and there was no point in staying any longer. At least one Tigris vessel was following, though that wasn’t going to make any difference unless they received a lot more help from some other quarter.
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      Fizgig flexed her claws as she paced back and forth. Her vessel was moving toward the Johnston, but she knew she’d never reach it before it reached the Helios Gate and fled. She supposed it was possible that Dryker was telling the truth about this Ghantan system, that the Johnston would be there waiting for battle—but it seemed unlikely. Captain Dryker was one of the craftiest humans she’d ever met, and he was far too canny to give himself up so easily.

      “What are you planning?” she muttered aloud. She was aware of tails twitching all over the bridge, but her crew wisely remained silent. They could feel her fury. She rounded on Izzy, whose eyes were as wide as saucers. “Is the rest of the fleet moving to join us?”

      “No, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, in a small voice. Her tail drooped, and she didn’t make eye contact.

      “Open a channel to Admiral Mow,” Fizgig snarled.

      The screen flickered, then revealed a cat even older than Fizgig. The admiral’s once-rich fur was now dun and faded, the gold on his cheeks fading to a pale white. He stared impassively at the monitor, meeting Fizgig’s barely contained fury with utter disdain.

      “Why isn’t the fleet moving to intercept the humans?” Fizgig demanded. She unsheathed her claws, stalking to the screen so she could stare up at Mow.

      “Because I have ordered them not to,” Mow said.

      “Why?” Fizgig roared. “Our honor has been stained, again. The humans have come to the holiest of holy places. They have uttered a challenge, a challenge we cannot refuse. We must pursue them, and punish them.”

      “And you will do so,” Mow said, licking his paw, then using the paw to smooth the fur behind his neck. “You have been accorded much honor, Fizgig. Are you telling me that you don’t believe you can best these humans?”

      “Of course I can best them, but that isn’t the point. This isn’t about a personal matter anymore. This affects all of us. We must respond with overwhelming strength,” she protested. “If we do not, the humans will think us weak.”

      “We would accord the humans much honor by sending our fleet. That would show that they matter—and this I will not do. You will deal with them personally. Alone. Hunt them, and do not return unless it is with word of their deaths,” Mow said.

      Fizgig watched the admiral. This made no sense. Mow had always been honorable, and would never have retained his position without that kind of concern. Yet here he was advocating something that stained not just his own honor, but that of all Leonis.

      “What if the humans aren’t lying about these Void Wraith?” Fizgig asked. She hoped that they were, but a quiet voice in the back of her head wondered. What did Dryker gain by coming here alone? Why would he taunt the Tigris fleet, then broadcast his true location?

      “The Void Wraith are a fairy tale for kits,” Mow said, waving a dismissive paw. “The humans still rankle from their defeat in the war, even years later. Perhaps they have tailored an ambush, one that could destroy dozens of our vessels. No, we will not fall for such base treachery. You will deal with this matter alone. It is decided.”

      The admiral cut the connection. Fizgig was left fuming. The Claw was still powering toward the star, and it seemed they had no choice but to proceed alone.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, again in a small voice. “The Rrrrowlerchan is requesting a channel.”

      “On screen,” Fizgig commanded.

      “Mighty Fizgig.” Zera, the captain of the Rrrrowlerchan, appeared onscreen. Her orange striped fur rippled with displeasure, and her tail sketched a pattern of frustration behind her. “The fleet has monitored your communication. Admiral Mow has spoken—but this is not right. Honor demands that we destroy the humans. Our entire fleet should pursue.”

      “Yet, as you say, the admiral has spoken,” Fizgig said, growling low. “I do not wish this, but I have no choice. I must obey.”

      “Hunt well, Mighty Fizgig. Your brethren hunger for blood, and you carry with us the honor of our pride. We wish we could go with you,” Zera said.

      Almost, Fizgig considered asking her to disobey the admiral. Almost, Fizgig sought the help of the pride against the wishes of her commander. But doing so would dishonor Mow. It would cause a rift in their ranks, and force her to challenge Mow for command.

      No, she couldn’t fracture her people. Not after the losses they’d suffered.

      Unity was vital. She disagreed with Mow, but she would do her duty. She would pursue and destroy the humans.

      “Zera, I beg a favor,” Fizgig asked, blinking.

      “Name it, Mighty One,” Zera said, ears perking up.

      “If we fall in battle, gather the fleet and avenge us. I fear that there is a deeper game here. The humans are treacherous, but I have seen this enemy with my own eyes,” Fizgig said. She sat up straighter. “If the humans are telling the truth, the Tigris must unite. Do what you can to ensure that.”

      “As you will it, Mighty Fizgig,” Zera said. “Go with the gods, matron. You carry the pride of our race.”
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      “Hold position, Ensign Gaden,” Captain Dryker ordered. He could tell by the expressions on the bridge crew that they thought he was crazy. Only Nolan supported him, his unwavering optimism etched on those features. Nolan reminded Dryker so much of himself at that age. He would make one hell of a fleet captain if he survived this, exactly the kind of commander that they’d need in this new war.

      War. That word had been the counterpoint of his life, and it was somehow unsurprising that it had come again. For a long time he’d hoped that he would either retire or pass away before seeing it again. Eight long years of peace had passed, but at long last war had come again. A different kind of war, one that might extinguish them all if they couldn’t pull together—and do so quickly.

      “Lieutenant Juliard, I’d like a full core dump into a personal storage device,” the captain ordered. “Make sure it contains all sensor data, all footage of the Void Wraith, and everything we’ve recovered from the Primo VI.”

      “Yes, sir,” Juliard said, bending over her terminal. Her fingers flew across the screen. “It’s being sent to your PSD now, sir.”

      “Excellent. Send a copy to Commander Nolan, and broadcast another over the Quantum Network,” Dryker ordered. If they died here, the data needed to live on. If they survived, he wanted a copy on his person. He had no idea what would happen in the coming battle, but that evidence must survive.

      “Captain, I’m detecting a vessel beneath us,” Juliard said.

      “On screen,” Dryker ordered.

      Juliard punched the image up, and it showed exactly what Dryker expected: the Claw of Tigrana was approaching from below, narrowing the distance between them.

      “They’re hailing us, sir,” Juliard said softly.

      “Open a channel,” Dryker ordered. He sat back in his chair, and readied himself for the unpleasant encounter.

      “Why?” Fizigig growled the moment her golden-furred face filled the view screen.

      “Why, what?” Dryker asked, mildly.

      “Why did you call us here? Why taunt our fleet, when you know what it would do?”

      “My XO told you,” Dryker shot back, meeting her gaze evenly. “There is a greater threat, and that threat is located here, in the Ghantan system. You’ll see it as soon as you reach our altitude. The Void Wraith are here, Fizgig, and they’ll exterminate all of us if we can’t put our differences aside.”

      “Your recent actions make that impossible,” Fizgig said, though her expression softened.

      Dryker couldn’t exactly ascribe human emotions to a Tigris, but he almost thought he saw regret there.

      “Surrender,” she continued, “and I will spare your crew. Your vessel must be destroyed, and your life is forfeit. But your crew will live.”

      “Captain, they’re almost within grappling range,” Emo called urgently. “Orders, sir? Should we retreat?”

      “Negative,” Dryker said, not breaking eye contact with Fizgig.

      Long moments passed as the Tigris approached. Dryker knew it was impossible to run now—but then, he’d never intended to run.

      “Very well,” he said. “We surrender.”

      Whispers sounded between the bridge crew, but Dryker ignored them. This wasn’t just the right thing to do, it was the only thing that might save them.

      “Prepare to be boarded,” Fizgig said, then terminated the connection.
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      Hannan tensed, ready to run even though there was nowhere to run. The Tigris vessel loomed larger on the view screen, then began to fire. Harpoons shot from all four of its banks, each slamming into a different part of the Johnston. The screech of metal echoed around them as the huge tritanium barbs sank into the hull.

      There would definitely be no running now.

      “Sir, are we sure about this?” Edwards asked, gesturing at the packed shuttle bay. “At the very least, we should be armed.”

      All four squads of Marines had gathered here. If the Tigris wanted to slaughter them, they’d meet almost no resistance. Everyone capable of that resistance was gathered here, where they could be easily controlled.

      “I have no idea why Captain Dryker is showing his belly to the Tigris, but I’ve served under him for four years,” Hannan said, pitching her voice loudly enough to carry through the whole shuttle bay. “He says we wait here unarmed, so that’s exactly what we’re going to do. I’ve never seen the captain make a mistake, and he’s one of the few survivors from the last Tigris war. Trust him.”

      Some of the nervous chatter died away, but not all of it. The 14th fleet was a haven for malcontents, incompetents, and every brand of slacker the fleet had produced. Some of these people were good soldiers, but a lot of them were like the space debris that piled up around habited worlds: utterly worthless, and prone to ruin a perfectly fine re-entry.

      “If you say so, sir,” Edwards muttered. He sat heavily on a supply crate.

      “This waiting is terrible, but it will be over soon enough,” Hannan said, slapping Edwards on the back.

      “Let’s just hope ‘over’ doesn’t mean ‘permanently over,’” Mills said. He wasn’t whispering but, as always, his voice was pitched low. As a sniper, everything he did was done quietly.

      The Johnston shuddered violently, and Hannan looked up. “That’s them docking.”

      “Crew of the Johnston.” Captain Dryker’s voice echoed over the ship-wide comm. “Stand down and offer no resistance to the Tigris. Our surrender is unconditional.”

      That set up murmurs among the Marines. Hannan would have punched Dryker if the captain were within reach. She didn’t know why he’d chosen to surrender, but that was the worst possible way he could have broached it to the crew. Several Marines were eyeing the weapons locker in the corner. Their posture had changed. They were ready to fight.

      “Listen up,” Hannan yelled. She leaped onto the storage crate next to Edwards, making herself tall enough to draw every eye in the room. “I know you’re pissed off, because I’m pissed off, too. We’re Marines. We do the tough jobs no one else wants to do. What’s the toughest job? Turning the other cheek while we let the cats take our ship. But you know what? That is exactly what we’re going to do. Stand down, people.”

      Then she hopped down, and turned away from her fellow Marines. If she pressed the issue, they’d press back. But embarrassing them into doing their duty would work, as long as they were allowed to decide for themselves. The squads began settling, and were approaching disciplined silence when the Tigris finally arrived.

      The first cat through the door was tall and lean, probably six foot three. Her fur was mostly white, with little black spots on her face. She looked a lot like a snow leopard that Hannan had seen at a zoo back on earth. The cat eyed them impassively, cradling a wicked-looking shotgun with a barbed bayonet affixed to the end.

      “Who is in charge here?” the cat asked, stepping into the room. Several more cats prowled outside the door, but none entered the shuttle bay. Most of those were Leonis, with the dun-colored fur and large paws Hannan had come to fear.

      “I guess that would be me,” Hannan said, stepping forward. It wasn’t technically true, as there were three other sergeants in the room. She had the most seniority, though—plus she could kick the other three squad leaders’ asses. Hannan extended a hand to the cat. “I’m Sergeant Hannan.”

      “I am Izzy Prideless,” the cat said, accepting Hannan’s hand. She had a firm grip, her furry paw more like a human hand than Hannan had expected. Izzy looked around the shuttle bay, releasing Hannan’s hand. “This is all the soldiers your vessel possesses?”

      “This is everyone,” Hannan said, folding her arms. “Four squads is all we need to deal with…well, pretty much anything.”

      “Keep that in mind, cat,” came a yell from the back of the room. Hannan thought she recognized Jinton’s voice, but couldn’t be sure.

      Izzy merely smiled as her odd feline gaze roamed the room. She turned back to Hannan. “We will stay outside for now. As long as no one attempts to leave this shuttle bay, you will not be harmed.”
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      Nolan’s hand fell to his sidearm as the first Tigris ducked through the hatch into the CIC. He blinked in surprise when he realized he recognized this one. It was the golden-furred cat who’d filled the screen every time Dryker had verbally sparred with the Tigris. Fizgig, Dryker had called her. Nolan had expected guards first, and found it surprising that an enemy commander would risk herself this way.

      Fizgig was a lot more intimidating up close. Her fur was short, and Nolan could see the corded muscle underneath. She wore a suit of simple black body armor that covered her torso and legs, but her arms and tail were free. Her golden fur lightened on her face, especially under the chin where it was as white as snow. It made Fizgig look ancient and venerable, a wise and canny general.

      “Hello, Fizgig,” Dryker said. He didn’t rise from the captain’s chair, instead greeting the Tigris with a nod.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” another Tigris corrected, this one larger than any of the others. He was at least six foot six and strongly resembled a male lion, complete with the thick mane. His arms were wide enough to crush Nolan’s skull like a walnut.

      “Hello, Dryker,” Fizgig said, waving a paw in the male cat’s direction. He subsided into silence, but glared sullenly around the room as if challenging someone to meet his gaze.

      Nolan took up that challenge. He stared dead into the cat’s face. This was his ship and, while he understood what Dryker was doing, he wasn’t going to just lie down and take abuse from the cats. Even if the Johnston did need them.

      “Tell me, Captain,” Fizgig began, pulling Nolan’s attention from the larger Tigris. “Why surrender? Why bait us, then run here? Is there really a threat so dire as you’ve claimed?”

      “See for yourself,” Dryker said, nodding at the view screen. “That’s the enemy factory. You can see there are seven ships docked, ships unlike anything we’ve encountered before. I’ve seen one of those ships up close. It was a ship just like that that destroyed your science vessel. Not us.”

      “Are you trying to avoid your fate, Captain?” Fizgig asked. She walked slowly toward the captain, ignoring the rest of the bridge crew. “You know us better than that. Your fate is sealed. I have a duty, and I will do it.”

      “You have a greater duty—to your race, Fizgig,” Dryker countered. He finally rose from his chair, standing almost nose-to-nose with the aging Tigris commander. “The Void Wraith have returned. They’ve planted agents in my government, and in yours. They’ve even planted them among the Primo.”

      “Do you have evidence to back up that claim, Captain?” Fizgig asked, her tail swishing slowly behind her. “I’m willing to hear that evidence. It won’t save you, but if you speak the truth it could save your crew and prevent a war between our peoples.”

      Nolan shifted from foot to foot, ready to fight if Dryker called for it.

      “The proof is in the patterns,” Dryker countered. If he was intimidated by the larger Tigris he didn’t show it. “You’re a strategist, Fizgig. Look at the pieces being shuffled about the board. How many colonies have you lost? What has your government done about it? Doesn’t it seem strange that they haven’t mobilized, strange that they sent a single vessel to hunt me down?”

      Fizgig was silent for a long moment. She studied Dryker carefully, as if weighing him. When she finally spoke, her voice was weary. “You’re right. The prides are acting strangely, even my own. We should have sent a fleet to deal with you, and we should be more closely garrisoning our colonies. The disappearance of one colony is a tragedy. We’ve lost four. That’s more damage than your entire race did in the war between our peoples, yet the Tigris have done nothing. No reprisal, no investigation.”

      “My government has reacted in the same way,” Dryker said, shaking his head sadly. “We’ve lost six colonies, and there’s been no reaction. As I understand it, the Primo have lost some as well. Entire worlds are disappearing, yet no one has done anything to stop it. Why? Why isn’t anyone reacting?”

      Fizgig didn’t answer, but she did give a low growl. Her tail picked up the tempo, somehow conveying her agitation. “I do not know, and it troubles me deeply. If there really are spies, who do they work for? We are familiar with the legends of the Void Wraith. I cannot believe that we have been infiltrated by stories told to our kittens.”

      “What if I showed you proof? We recovered a Virtual Intelligence from some Primo ruins on Purito, one that predates recorded history,” Dryker offered. He gestured behind him to the corner where Lena was standing. Until now she’d all but blended into the wall, and her eyes grew very large when the whole room focused in her direction. “Lena is one of your scientists, and she’s been very helpful in learning more about the Void Wraith.”

      “Holy one?” Fizgig said. She growled low in her throat, her eyes narrowing. “Why are you still with the humans? Have they kept you prisoner?”

      “No, Mighty Fizgig,” Lena said, bobbing her head. “I have stayed of my own volition. These humans are the only ones trying to stop the Void Wraith, and if we cannot stop them then all of us are doomed. We’re being harvested, our people and theirs.”

      “I see,” Fizgig said. She studied Lena for several moments before shifting her attention back to Dryker. “You’ve presented a compelling argument. I am willing to release your crew. Your life is forfeit, and this vessel will be destroyed. Once that is complete we will travel back to Tigrana, and I will call a conclave of the prides.”

      Nolan considered drawing his sidearm, but knew it would be pointless. Their surrender had been total, and now they had to live with it. He watched Fizgig advance toward Dryker, but his gaze was pulled to the view screen behind her.

      At first he didn’t realize what had drawn his attention. The massive factory was still there, and there was no visible movement from the enemy. So far as the Void Wraith knew, they were still safely hidden in the sun’s corona, undetectable to all normal scans.

      Then he realized what he’d noticed, almost subconsciously. “Juliard, set condition one. Battle Stations.”

      Dryker and Fizgig both whirled to face him. The Tigris raised their weapons, though fortunately they didn’t fire.

      “What the hell are you doing, Nolan?” Dryker demanded. Nolan had never seen him look so angry.

      “Look at the factory, sir,” Nolan demanded, gesturing at the screen. “There were seven ships docked when we arrived. Now there are only six.”
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      “You heard Commander Nolan,” Dryker bellowed at Juliard. “Set condition one. Deploy turrets, and warm up the gauss cannon.”

      “Captain,” Fizgig said, a clear note of warning in her tone. “If you arm this vessel, I will be forced to react with extreme violence. Do not force my hand, not when you’ve worked so hard to convince me of this threat.”

      “You don’t understand,” Nolan said, taking a step closer to the Tigris commander. He stared defiantly up at her. “Those vessels can cloak. They disappear entirely from both visual detection, and scanners.”

      “He’s right,” Dryker broke in. He gave a heavy sigh. “Listen, Fizgig…you’ve got us dead to rights. But if we don’t prepare for battle right now neither of us will be alive in ten minutes. The Void Wraith use particle weapons. They’re powerful, nearly undetectable, and are almost certainly on their way now.”

      Fizgig’s face tightened, and she watched Dryker impassively. When she spoke, it was to the huge male. “Khar, escort the captain to our vessel. If he resists, kill him. Commander, what is your name?”

      Nolan realized she meant him. “Nolan.”

      “Commander Nolan you will order your vessel to stand down, right now. If you do not I will be forced to order my troops to—” Fizgig trailed off, and her eyes widened.

      Nolan spun around to see what she’d been distracted by. She was staring at the view screen, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. An enormous vessel was shimmering into existence, the same vessel that he’d seen departing Mar Kona. Its blue metallic surface glittered in the sun’s brilliance as it swooped closer.

      Then the twin wings began to glow with their own energy. A ball of crackling blue energy coalesced in the space where the two wings almost met, and it grew larger over the next few seconds. The Void Wraith vessel fired. Nolan winced, expecting the shot to hit the Johnston. Instead, it slammed into the Tigris vessel anchoring the Johnston into place. The CIC lurched wildly, and Nolan was knocked off his feet.

      Chaos erupted as people staggered to their feet. Tigris aimed their weapons at humans, and humans drew their sidearms to defend themselves. Nolan ducked behind a console, and found himself standing next to Lena. She wore an agonized expression, as if not sure what side to join.

      “Enough,” Fizgig roared, so loudly that it hurt Nolan’s ears. Everyone froze as her gaze swept the room.

      The Void Wraith grew larger on the view screen, then the Johnston shook from an impact similar to when the Tigris had boarded.

      “Sir,” Juliard called, looking up from her station. “The Void Wraith vessel has grappled us. It looks like we’re about to be boarded. Again.”

      “Mighty Fizgig,” one of the cats called. “We must return to the Claw of Tigrana.”

      “That may not be possible,” Fizgig said, spearing that soldier with her gaze. She turned to the large male. “Khar, gather the warriors outside this doorway and await my orders.” Then she turned back to Dryker. “Why are these Void Wraith boarding you when they could just as easily have blasted us to atoms?”

      “The data cube,” Lena answered. Her tail drooped when Fizgig focused on her, but Lena continued to speak. “We have a VI from the first Primo empire. It contains all sorts of data about the Void Wraith, and about the war that wiped out the Primo.”

      “That still doesn’t make sense,” Nolan found himself saying. “If they’re concerned about the data, why not blast us out of space? That deals with any potential leak.”

      “I think they want the cubes,” Lena explained. “Every world they’ve hit has had Primo ruins. I’m betting they’re searching for these VIs. I don’t know what they use them for, but for some reason the cubes are important.”

      “Assuming they’re coming for the cube, they’ll likely make their way here,” Dryker said. He took two steps closer to Fizgig, staring up at her. “Are you willing to cede operational authority? I’ve dealt with these things, and we’re going to be tripping over each other if we don’t establish a chain of command.”

      “Done,” Fizgig said, nodding. She raised her wrist and spoke into her comm. “Izzy, what’s your situation?”

      “We’re guarding the human soldiers,” a young female voice answered.

      “Arm them, Izzy. Prepare for battle. We will be fighting alongside the humans,” Fizgig explained, then turned to the captain. “Perhaps it would be wise to inform your crew of the situation?”

      “Of course,” Dryker said, running back to his chair. He glanced at Juliard. “Get me ship-wide. Now.”

      “Done, sir,” Juliard said, a moment later.

      “Men and women of the Johnston,” Dryker began, “we’re about to be boarded by the Void Wraith. The Tigris have agreed to fight alongside us, and you will treat them as allies for the duration. Arm yourselves, and make best speed to the bridge. We’ll be setting up a final defense here.”

      “Aren’t you worried that you might alert these Void Wraith to your plans?” Fizgig asked. “They may have already begun boarding.”

      “Quite the opposite. I’m counting on them fighting their way here, especially if they believe we have the cube,” Dryker said, giving a sharp grin.
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      “Izzy, right?” Hannan asked, nodding to the cat that seemed to be in charge.

      “Yes,” the cat said, her tail standing at attention behind her. She looked terrified.

      “We’re going to need to make a push for the bridge,” Hannan said, slamming home the clip in her assault rifle. “We have four squads, each designed to operate independently. Because the corridors are narrow, it makes sense to split up. I’m thinking we divide your people into four groups, and send mixed units along different routes. Our people can show you the way to the bridge.”

      “All right,” Izzy said, blinking. She turned back to the other cats, most of whom had entered the shuttle bay. They prowled around, each showing signs of stress. “You heard Mighty Fizgig. We work with the humans against this common threat. Ragash, Tigren, and Vivica, you will each join one of the human squads. I will join Hannan’s. Follow the humans’ orders, and make your way to the bridge. For the Leonis!”

      “For the Leonis!” echoed back a chorus of cats. They began filtering into the room, and the cats Izzy had named started pairing up with human squads.

      “You sure about this, Hannan?” another sergeant called. She was the next most senior squad leader. “Might be better if we stick together and send the cats their own way.”

      “Mixed groups gives us the best shot of survival,” Hannan countered. She stuffed four more clips into the pockets on her armor. “It may confuse the Void Wraith, and even if it doesn’t the Tigris are going to need our help to get to the bridge.”

      “You’ve fought these Void Wraith before?” Izzy asked. She seemed calmer, but Hannan had a hard time taking her seriously. Her white fur and round face made her look like a teenager—if a cat could be a teenager, anyway.

      “Yes,” Hannan said. She climbed onto the supply crate again, hoping it was the last time. She needed to get her Marines up to speed. “Everyone listen up. You’re going to be engaging Void Wraith shock troops—Command says they’re called Judicators. They can cloak, but if you’re careful you can still see them moving. They leave a motion blur. Head shots are best, as these things can keep fighting after losing a limb. And if you disable one, get around a corner or behind cover, because they detonate when they die.”

      “Oh, lovely,” Becca called, rolling her eyes. “This just gets better and better. First we have to babysit cats, and now we fight exploding robots? I’m not getting paid enough for this shit.”

      “You’re not getting paid at all if you’re dead,” Hannan shot back. She let her eyes roam the whole room. “This is it, people—the day we prove we’re stronger than these bastards. Stick together, and watch each other’s backs. Every person, and every Tigris, is needed. Put aside your bullshit. Let’s move.”

      She hopped down from the crate and moved toward the door from the shuttle bay to the corridor. Mills and Edwards fell into step behind her, while Izzy walked right alongside.

      “That was an impressive speech,” Izzy whispered. “Your people respect you. Let us hope they will do as you ask, and work with my people.”

      “How about yours?” Hannan asked. “Are they willing to work with humans?”

      “They’ll do what they have to,” Izzy said. They reached the hatch leading from the shuttle bay, and she paused to peer around the corner, then gestured at Hannan to proceed.

      Hannan leapt into the corridor, scanning carefully for movement. There was none, so she started advancing up the corridor, down B1. It wasn’t the fastest way to the bridge, but she’d left those routes open for the less experienced squads. She was taking the long way.
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      Hannan waited patiently as Mills advanced ahead of her up the B1 corridor. Their path would bring them near the gauss cannon, but that was part of her plan. If she were the enemy commander, that would be one of her primary targets. She and her troops were heading for the CIC, but there was no reason not to swing by and pop a few of these Void Wraith if they happened to be messing with the Johnston’s main gun.

      “You sure about trusting the cats, sir?” Edwards asked. His voice was probably meant to be a whisper, but like the man himself it was larger than intended. He scrubbed at his beard, eyeing Izzy.

      Izzy’s ears twitched, but she didn’t react. She was still crouched behind cover, just a few meters behind Mills.

      “Get your head in the game, Marine,” Hannan snapped. “We’re in combat. We don’t have time for bullshit questions.”

      Edwards nodded. He raised the barrel of his TM-601 and began advancing up the corridor. Hannan followed in the rear, darting frequent glances behind her. It was nerve-wracking, because they didn’t know the enemy. Who knew what tactics the Void Wraith would use, or even what armament they’d brought? There was no guarantee that the plasma weapons her crew had seen on Mar Kona were the full extent of what the Void Wraith could bring to bear.

      “Contact,” Mills yelled. Hannan’s gaze snapped up to the sniper, who was at a T intersection ahead. That intersection led into the barrel of the gauss rifle, which they’d need to cross to get to C1, and then up to the CIC.

      Bursts of blue energy shot into view, vaporizing sections of the bulkhead. Mills fell back in a full sprint, then dove into the hatch that led to the machine shop. That left Edwards and Izzy on point.

      “Edwards, get ready to lay down suppressive fire,” Hannan yelled. She dropped into a crouch, pressing her body against the right wall. There was no cover as such, so the best she could do was present a smaller profile.

      “Should we fall back to a more secure location?” Izzy called over her shoulder. She’d raised the barrel of her bulky Tigris rifle. The bayonet at the end had begun to hum. “There’s no cover here.”

      “They don’t have cover either,” Hannan yelled back. “Just gun down anything that comes around the—”

      Something shimmered in the air near the corner, sort of a heat mirage. The same heat mirage she’d seen back in the jungle on Mar Kona.

      “Light it up,” Hannan bellowed. She depressed the trigger on her assault rifle, and sent a three-round burst at the section where she guessed the chest was. The cloaking field wavered where the rounds hit, temporarily exposing smooth blue armor.

      Then Edwards’s rifle drowned out all sound as he unloaded a stream of high velocity slugs. They caught the Judicator in the right knee, severing it in a spray of circuitry and bright orange fluid. Izzy completed the destruction, calmly sighting down her barrel and unleashing a single shot. Hannan wasn’t sure what caliber the bullet was, but the Judicator’s head exploded, spraying the wall with more orange fluid.

      “Take cover,” Hannan yelled, diving into the machine shop after Mills. Izzy came through a moment later.

      Edwards had almost reached them when a sudden whump tore at Hannan’s already damaged eardrums. A wash of flame and debris launched Edwards through the hatch, and he slammed into the wall with a sickening crunch.

      Hannan rushed to his side, barking out orders as she inspected his body. “Mills, kill anything that approaches that doorway. Izzy, move a couple of those tables so we can use them as cover.”

      She didn’t pause to see if they were listening, instead pressing two fingers against Edwards’s neck. His eyes were closed, but his pulse was strong. There were no obvious broken bones, and no real damage to the armor.

      “Come on, Edwards,” she muttered, slapping him hard in the face. “Wake up, Marine. We need you.”

      “Sarge?” Edwards slurred, sitting up. His gaze was unfocused. “Why did you hit me?”

      A rifle coughed behind her, and Hannan spun to assess the situation. Mills had fired, but there was no sign of whatever he’d been aiming at. The doorway was clear, though Mills had the stock of his rifle set against his shoulder and was clearly scanning for targets.

      Something glided through the door, another of the near-invisible figures. It shimmered into view and extended a trio of crackling energy blades from its wrist, ramming them into the wall where Mills’s face had been a split second before. Mills fell onto his back, attempting to raise his rifle in time to get a shot off.

      Hannan knew he’d never make it, and she was too far away to stop the Judicator from ending her friend’s life.

      Then Izzy was there. The cat leapt into the air, her tail brushing the ceiling as she came down on the Judicator like a whirlwind. She raked the claws of her right hand into the Judicator’s back, sending up a shower of sparks. Then she rammed her rifle forward, burying the humming bayonet into the Judicator’s back.

      The Judicator’s cloaking field faded entirely, finally revealing its appearance long enough for Hannan to get a good look. The limbs were too thin to be human, and were obviously made from some sort of composite alloy; it looked to be the same alloy used on their ships. The thing had no mouth, just a pair of glowing blue eyes. It looked robotic, though the orange fluid leaking from its chest suggested it was organic.

      It raised its rifle, aiming for Izzy. Before it could fire, Mills’s rifle coughed, and the Judicator’s chest caved in. It stumbled backwards, and Izzy used the momentum. She swung her rifle like a club, flinging the Judicator back into the hallway, and dove to the right of the doorway just in time. Another wave of flame and concussive force shot through the doorway as the Judicator exploded.

      “These things are a real pain in the ass,” Edwards called, pulling himself to his feet. He looked dazed, but otherwise unharmed.

      “Let’s get moving, folks. We need to reach the CIC as quickly as possible,” Hannan ordered.
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      Nolan had never seen Dryker’s ready room so crowded. Officers from both factions lined either side of the metal table, and the chairs had been stacked in a corner to take up less room. The table’s surface displayed a map of the ship, with red dots everywhere they’d had a report of a Void Wraith encounter.

      “They’re definitely making a push for the bridge,” Dryker said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “We have teams on both B and C decks that are making their way here, but I don’t know if they’ll be here in time to push them back.”

      “The Void Wraith could have been here by now if they’d wished,” Fizgig observed, blinking down at the map. “I believe they are being thorough, systematically wiping out all resistance on their way here.”

      “She’s right,” Nolan agreed, tapping three different locations on the map. “We’ve had fire teams go down here, here, and here. They’re clearing a path to us, and they’re wiping out everything they can between them and us. If they keep going at that rate, they’re going to hit us in the next few minutes. All our Marines were in the shuttle bay, so we’ll be virtually undefended.”

      “Not undefended,” the big male Tigris growled. “There are six Tigris here. We will hold this doorway until we receive reinforcements.”

      “Captain?” Nolan asked.

      “Go with him, and take all able-bodied bridge crew with you,” Dryker commanded. He gave Nolan a sober look. “Nothing gets through that door. Nothing.”

      “What about the cube?” Lena asked.

      “That stays here with us,” Dryker said. “And so do you.”

      “Acknowledged,” Nolan said. “Juliard, Ezana, you’re with me.” He pushed past the Tigris until he reached the hatch leading back into the CIC.

      “We’re with you too, human,” the male said. “I am called Khar. Remember my name. It will be the name that saves you.”

      Nolan ignored the cat, hurrying into the CIC and giving the place a quick survey. The room wasn’t designed as a fall back position. They could use monitors and computers as cover, but that seemed like a bad idea. If the computers were shot up, controlling the ship might not be possible. Of course if the crew were shot up, then there would be no one left to fly the ship anyway.

      “Fan out,” Nolan said. “Get whatever cover you can, and make sure you’ve got overlapping fields of fire. We need to gun down anything that comes through that door.” He moved for the captain’s chair, turning it around so the back faced the hatch leading into the corridor. It wasn’t amazing cover, but he hoped the thick steel backing would ward off at least a shot or two.

      “Commander,” Juliard yelled, her voice tinged with panic. “The B deck hatch just opened. We don’t have any fire teams in that area.”

      “Get ready for contact, people,” Nolan bellowed. He gripped his pistol in both hands, ready to take a shot at whatever came through that doorway. “Khar, we’ve got nothing but small arms. You and your people are going to have to do the heavy lifting.”

      “Fear not, human.” Khar gave a fanged grin. “My people will protect you.”

      Something shimmered in the doorway. Before anyone could react two bursts of blue energy shot into the room. The first took a cat in the face, and the Tigris dropped limply to the ground. She didn’t rise. The second shot caught the monitor Juliard was hiding behind, sending up a shower of sparks and momentarily dimming the lights.

      “Fire,” Nolan roared, squeezing the trigger as fast as he could. The pistol bucked, sending a slug toward where he hoped the Judicator’s head was. Its shimmering field dropped for a moment, exposing the emotionless metal face. Then other weapons fired—pistols from the humans, and the larger slug-throwing rifles the Tigris favored.

      The Judicator staggered backwards, pushed through the doorway by the combined fury of both races. It staggered to the ground, crashing and not rising.

      “Take cover,” Nolan yelled. He ducked behind the captain’s chair. A moment later a wash of heat and flame passed overhead. A mewling scream came from the doorway. Nolan glanced up. One of the cats hadn’t gotten into cover in time.

      Two more shimmering figures reached the doorway and began firing. Another cat went down, then another. Only Khar and two of his soldiers remained, all three behind cover. The Judicators were playing it smart, eliminating the largest threats first.

      Nolan sighted down his barrel, then squeezed off two shots. He tagged one of the Judicators in the neck, sending up a spray of sparks. It ducked back into cover, leaving its companion alone in the doorway.

      “For the Leonis!” Khar bellowed. He rose from cover, sprinting at the doorway. The Judicator fired, but the big golden cat was ready. He vaulted over the shot, twisting in the air, and came down with his bayonet extended. It sank into the Judicator’s head, all the way to the hilt.

      Khar pressed a button on his rifle, and the bayonet detached. Then he planted a foot against the Judicator’s chest and kicked with all his might. The Judicator was flung back into the hallway, past its companion. Khar ducked back into the CIC, taking shelter next to the doorway. A moment later another wall of flame shot through the doorway, this time not harming anyone.

      “I told you, human,” Khar said, laughing manically. “We will protect you.”

      “Movement,” Juliard yelled. “I see at least four of them incoming.”

      “Damn it,” Nolan muttered. This couldn’t be their main force, but that might not matter. Most of the Judicators were still spread on the lower decks wiping out the crew, but even the handful they were facing seemed likely to overwhelm the bridge if they didn’t get some help.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            51

          

          

      

    

    







            CIC

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s move, people,” Hannan said, grabbing Edwards by the forearm and hauling him to his feet. Izzy darted to the doorway, peering cautiously through the smoke. Her nose twitched, then her ears. Finally she turned back to Hannan, and gave her a nod.

      Mills finished refilling his clip, slammed it into place, then joined them. He paused next to Izzy, meeting the cat’s gaze. “You saved my ass back there. I won’t forget it.”

      Hannan could only blink. Mills rarely strung that many words together, and she’d never heard him express gratitude before. And to a Tigris?

      “We have a saying,” Izzy said, clapping him on the shoulder. “The count is not done until the battle is done. You may return the favor, and if you do there is nothing to be thanked for. If not, thank me then.”

      Mills nodded, and Izzy leapt into the hallway. Hannan let Edwards and Mills follow, before finally bringing up the rear. Back when she’d been a private she’d loved taking point, but one of the first lessons her sergeant had drilled into her was the need for command to be in a position to assess. Those who led from the front usually died at the front, and when they went down their troops were either routed or wiped out. Smart commanders knew that.

      They moved up the corridor, turning down the T intersection and finally entering the barrel of the gauss rifle—a smooth-walled tube, twenty feet in diameter, that extended the length of the ship. A quick glance in either direction showed no signs of movement. Hannan had been worried that this might be a potential target. The pair of massive magnetic generators at the aft of the ship propelled a hunk of dense metal up the barrel. If that happened with the barrel closed, the resulting kinetic force would be transferred into the ship. It was as close to a self-destruct as the Johnston had, and something she didn’t want to see exploited.

      The doorway they’d entered from was set into a recessed alcove, and there was a matching one on the other side of the barrel. Since the place was empty, Hannan waved Izzy forward, and the Tigris darted across the barrel to the other door. Edwards moved next, then Mills, and finally Hannan. It all felt a little easy, but she wasn’t about to question her good fortune.

      As soon as Izzy opened the hatch, they heard the sounds of gunfire. Bullets ricocheted off walls, and occasionally they heard the telltale explosion of a Judicator detonating. The screams became less and less frequent as they advanced up the C deck corridor. It was sobering, and they all knew what it meant. The Judicators were winning, and if something didn’t change it would only be a matter of time before they took the ship.

      “How much longer to your bridge?” Izzy asked. She’d paused next to an open hatchway that led to the aft causeway.

      “Another hundred yards,” Hannan called back. She paused next to Izzy, peering through the hatch and up the causeway. “Might take us four or five minutes.”

      “I don’t hear any gunfire here,” Mills said.

      “Sounds like combat is mostly confined to A and B decks,” Edwards replied. He leaned his M-601 against his knee, planting his butt against the wall. His chest was heaving from exertion, and Hannan could tell from his breathing that he was running on fumes.

      “Less talk, more walk,” she barked, jerking her head to indicate that Izzy should move through the hatch.

      Izzy did so, and the others followed. Hannan brought up the rear. While she was just as exhausted as the others, she was very careful not to show it. Morale was the second thing her first sergeant had taught her about. It didn’t matter how much you hurt. You never showed weakness in front of your men.

      They crossed the causeway, which had short stairwells set every twenty feet. They advanced over the engines, then began looping back into the main body of the ship. Eventually they reached a hatch leading to A deck. The hatch was closed.

      Izzy knelt next to it, then turned to face them. “I can’t hear anything on the other side.”

      “Open it,” Hannan ordered. Mills slung his rifle over his shoulder, then bent to the hatch. He spun the wheel, pulling the door towards them.

      Izzy was through the tube in a flash of white, quickly followed by Edwards. Hannan dropped to one knee, scanning the corridor beyond with the barrel of her rifle. She could hear faint screams in the distance, broken by sporadic gunfire. It was weaker here than it had been on C deck.

      Once Mills was through, Hannan shot to her feet and trotted after him. Her squad leapfrogged their way across the starboard side of A deck. They circled wide, hugging the outer hull of the ship until they no longer had a choice. Then they shifted inward, making for the CIC set into the heavily armored core of the ship.

      The gunfire grew louder as they approached the CIC, and a massive explosion echoed down the corridor. The gunfire paused, then resumed a moment later. It was mostly small arms fire, which Hannan found alarming. Fighting these things with pistols was a quick way to get killed. She was thankful that at least a few of the shots were the deep booms she’d come to associate with Tigris rifles.

      “Izzy,” Hannan called, softly. The cat’s ear twitched, and she shot an inquisitive look Hannan’s way. Hannan glided forward until she’d gathered all four squad members and they were crouched a few feet from the corner of a T intersection. “This is it. As soon as we round this corner, we’ll have a view of the hatch leading to CIC.”

      “How do you want to do this?” Edwards asked.

      “We wait until we hear another push. The Judicators engage the bridge crew,” Hannan said. “Once they’re engaged, we throw everything we have at them from behind. Down every target you can. If they pursue us, fall back around this corner.”

      “Simple, but effective. I like it,” Izzy said, nodding. Her tail swished endlessly against the floor, which Hannan assumed was an indicator of stress. If so, Izzy hid it well.

      “Get into position,” Hannan ordered.
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      Nolan glanced around at the remaining bridge crew. Emo, Ezana, and Juliard had taken cover. A few techs were still up. That was it. Khar was their last Tigris. They’d fought off three assaults, but Nolan knew a fourth would be the last. There was no way they could endure another assault.

      “Prepare yourself human; they come again,” Khar roared from his place next to the hatch.

      Nolan darted forward and scooped up one of the Tigris rifles. It was heavier than he’d expected, and he struggled to get the barrel aligned with the doorway. The foot-and-a-half blade at the end threw off the balance, but fortunately it would be hard to miss at this range.

      A Judicator entered the doorway, its shimmering form bending the light around it. Nolan squeezed the trigger, and the rifle bucked. The stock slammed back into his shoulder, and he grunted in pain. That was going to leave a bruise for days.

      The Judicator staggered backwards, the shot temporarily disrupting its cloaking field. It took a step back towards the room, but Khar stepped into the hatch and ended the Judicator with a head shot. Nolan clutched the rifle to his chest, and dove behind a console. Heat washed over the top as yet another explosion detonated in the hall.

      How much more punishment could that corridor take?

      “Two more,” Khar roared, though Nolan could barely hear him over the ringing in his ears.

      He struggled to his knees, raising a hand to touch his right ear. A thin stream of something sticky flowed down his neck. He touched it with two fingers, then held them up before his eyes. Red. Blood. Nolan knew he wasn’t thinking clearly, but everything felt so far away.

      “Commander, we need you,” Khar roared.

      Nolan blinked, then shook his head. That caused massive pain, but the pain brought him back around. Another assault was beginning.

      Two Judicators advanced on the doorway. The first was caught by small arms fire from the remaining bridge crew, each shot causing it to pause mid-step. The collective assault dropped the cloaking field, but the Judicator seemed otherwise unharmed. It raised its plasma rifle and fired off three quick shots. Two screams came from behind Nolan, but he didn’t have time to see who’d gone down.

      He raised the Tigris rifle, aligning the crosshairs with the now-visible Judicator’s face. The rifle kicked again and he felt more than heard the shot. The butt drove into his shoulder a second time, renewing the pain there. But the shot was accurate. It took the Judicator in the face, and it crashed to the ground. Unfortunately, it crashed to the ground inside the CIC.

      “Take cover,” Nolan roared. He dropped back into a crouch, and covered his head with both arms.

      Ezana leapt over Nolan, using his own body to cover the Judicator’s. Nolan started to rise, desperately wanting to tell Ezana to get out of the way, but it was too late.

      A wave of fire and shrapnel blossomed. Ezana’s body muted the force of the explosion, but even with his body shielding the blast, shrapnel destroyed a number of key systems—including the view screen.

      The stench of smoke, ozone, and gunpowder filled the area around Nolan, and he found himself coughing furiously. He tried to get to his feet, but it just wasn’t going to be possible. He couldn’t hear. Could barely see.

      He’d landed on the floor next to the terminal he’d used for cover, and that terminal now had a gaping hole in the middle where one of the Judicator’s limbs had punched through it. The hole showed four more Judicators advancing up the hall, their shimmering forms unmistakable amidst the smoke.

      Then the first one slumped to the ground, becoming visible as it toppled. Its head had simply ceased to exist. The second and third Judicators pivoted to face the way they’d come, but it didn’t save them. The first had both knees severed as the unmistakable roar of an M-601 pounded on Nolan’s remaining eardrum. The third Judicator was launched backwards from multiple attacks. The fourth managed to get off several shots at its attackers, but the answering volley cut it down.

      The resulting explosions, as all four Judicators went up at virtually in the same instant, shook the entire ship. When the shaking stopped, Nolan was unable to rise. Unable to think.

      So he passed out.
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      “Your plan is terrible,” Fizgig said, looking down at the map Dryker had drawn. Dryker grimaced, but didn’t respond—not immediately, anyway.

      Finally, he sighed. “Do you have a better plan?” he asked. The sounds of gunfire were ever-present, even though they’d closed the hatch to the ready room.

      “No,” Fizgig said, sighing. “Which of us do you wish to have stay behind?”

      “I’ll do it,” Dryker said, glancing at Lena as she entered the ready room from the opposite hatch. “She has to get to the Void Wraith vessel. Make sure that she does.”

      “Captain?” Lena asked, closing the hatch behind her.

      “How many are there?” Dryker asked, withdrawing his sidearm and testing the action.

      “Six,” Lena said. “Each has a ninety-minute supply of oxygen.”

      “Perfect,” Dryker said, starting for the hatch that led back into the CIC. It was hot to the touch. Not a good sign.

      “Where are you going?” Fizgig asked, her tail thrashing in obvious annoyance.

      “Back to CIC. They’re losing out there; if they go down, the plan is for naught. We need to get the situation there under control, and get some armed personnel ready to escort Lena,” Dryker explained. He spun the wheel on the hatch, pushing the door open a few inches.

      The smoke was thick in the CIC, and the moans of the dying layered with the crackling of electrical fires. A quick glance around the room told the awful truth. There was no way the Johnston could fly. The nerve center that controlled her vital functions had been destroyed. That couldn’t be helped. What could was the desperate plan he’d concocted. To pull that off, he was going to need something resembling a cohesive fighting force.

      Dryker moved into the CIC, running in a low crouch until he found someone moving. He knelt next to a prone form. It was Nolan. “Commander, can you hear me?”

      “Ow,” Nolan said, his eyes fluttering open. They widened in alarm. “You have to get back into the ready room, sir. We’re about to lose the CIC.”

      “No, you’re not,” came a loud voice from the doorway.

      Dryker looked up to see several figures striding through the doorway. Hannan was in the lead, flanked by Edwards and a white-furred Tigris. Mills crept in after them, then attempted to close the hatch. It was so badly bent in its frame that the best he could do was close it about sixty percent of the way.

      “Hannan, sit rep,” Dryker said. He seized Nolan’s arm, and hauled him to his feet. Dryker didn’t know the extent of the commander’s injuries, but if the man could walk, Dryker needed him on his feet.

      “CIC is secure for now, sir,” Hannan said, glancing back through the hatch into the corridor. It was littered with bits of metal and circuitry, and the walls were caked with soot from repeated detonations. “I think we’ve stopped them for the time being, but there are still teams all over the ship. They’ll be on us again in a few minutes.”

      “Everyone able to stand, get into the ready room, now,” Dryker ordered.

      He tried to help Nolan in that direction, but Nolan shrugged off his hand. He picked up a Tigris rifle, then moved to a male Tigris—Khar, Dryker remembered—who lay crumpled at the base of a console. Nolan looked up at Hannan. “Get me a medical kit, Sergeant.”

      Hannan nodded wordlessly, pulling the red and white box from the wall. She tossed it to Nolan, who caught it by the handle. That was a good sign. Dryker had been worried that the commander was too injured to keep fighting, which would have made the next part of the plan tricky.

      Nolan withdrew a syringe from the med pack, and slammed it into the cat’s thigh. The Tigris yowled, his eyes shooting open. Nolan withdrew the syringe, and helped the cat to its feet. “Come on, Khar. You’re not done protecting humans.”

      “The count is not done, Commander,” Khar said, nodding respectfully to Nolan. He picked up his rifle, and limped after Nolan into the ready room.

      Dryker made sure everyone else had cleared the bridge, then stepped into the ready room himself. He spun the wheel, and set the lock. The hatch wouldn’t slow down the Judicators for long, but it would be long enough if his plan held.

      “Eyes on me,” Dryker yelled. A room full of exhausted Tigris and humans stared at him. Most sat, and those who didn’t leaned against the wall. It was a pitiful crew, but it would have to do. “We’re about to attempt something Fizgig considers suicidal.”

      “And foolish,” Fizgig said, her tail swishing behind her.

      “What do you have in mind, Captain?” Nolan asked. He leaned against the wall, using the Tigris rifle like a cane to keep himself upright.

      “The Johnston is lost,” the captain began. “We can’t fight off the Void Wraith. So we’re going to take the fight to their ship.”

      “Come again?” Hannan said, looking up from the weapon she was servicing.

      “How will we even reach their ship?” Nolan asked. “The Judicators aren’t likely to let us by.”

      “You’re taking a space walk. We have six EVA suits,” Dryker replied. “Nolan, you’ll lead a strike team over to the Void Wraith vessel. While you were fighting, Lena identified what appears to be a docking port near the rear of the ship. Since we’re putting up heavy resistance, it’s a safe bet that most of the fighting forces have left their vessel to subdue ours.”

      “Now I see why Fizgig thinks this plan is suicidal,” Nolan said. He wiped soot from his cheek, but only succeeded in creating a larger smudge. “When do we leave?”

      “Now,” Dryker said.

      “Wait a second,” Mills said. The sniper pushed his bangs out of his face, meeting Dryker’s gaze. “There are only six suits. What are the rest of us supposed to do?”

      “Fight,” Hannan said, glaring at Mills. “It doesn’t matter if that means staying here or taking a space walk. We fight, regardless of where the captain assigns us.”

      “The following people will suit up,” the captain said. “Lena, Nolan, Fizgig, Hannan, Edwards. Fizgig, we’ll also send a second Tigris. You’ll have to pick which one goes.”

      Fizgig looked at the two remaining Tigris. The first was the big, golden-furred brute Nolan had helped to his feet. The second was a lean, white-furred female who was sticking close to Hannan.

      “Izzy, you will accompany us,” Fizgig finally said. She turned to the large yellow. “Khar, your strength is needed here. You must stall the Void Wraith as long as possible. The longer they are here fighting, the more time we have to reach the bridge of the Void Wraith vessel.

      “Captain, I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Juliard said. She was cradling a broken arm, and her eyes were alight with fury. “How could you give two of those suits to the cats? We wouldn’t be here if not for them. Those should go to loyal crew.”

      “None of us would be here without the Tigris,” Nolan shot back, glaring at Juliard. “They saved our asses repeatedly on that bridge. You’d be dead right now if they hadn’t helped us. Besides, this isn’t a lottery for escape pods. The people putting on those suits need to invade the enemy vessel, fight their way to the bridge, and try to seize control of it. Most likely, we’ll all die in the attempt. You’re wounded. Could you even make the EVA?”

      Juliard looked away from Nolan, slipping into sullen silence. A few of the other bridge crew looked just as angry, but none spoke.

      “I know this is a tough pill to swallow.” Dryker said. “No one wants to remain behind.” He squared his shoulders. “But we’re Fleet. We have a job to do. If that means we all die doing it, then so be it.”
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      “Listen up, people,” Nolan said. Everyone swiveled to face him, including their new Tigris allies. They were in various stages of dress, each pulling on a suit of the bulky EVA armor from the Johnston’s armory. “Next to your suit, you will find a small grey pod, like the one Hannan has on her right wrist.”

      Hannan held up the pod, making sure they all saw it.

      “Fix the handle to your suit’s right glove before putting on your left,” Nolan explained, attaching the pod to his own suit. “You’ll notice two buttons, a red and a blue. The red button causes the pod to fire a thrust from the bottom, so make sure it’s angled away from you. The blue button will cause a smaller burst from the top, which will help slow your momentum if you are coming in too hot. We’ll be using these to make the EVA.”

      The Marines all nodded, but the Tigris were a different matter. Lena, Fizgig, and Izzy all looked ready to throw up. Nolan couldn’t blame them. The suits were human sized, and Tigris generally loathed tight, confined spaces.

      “Here, let me,” Hannan offered, stepping over to help Izzy fasten the pod to her suit.

      Fizgig watched, then did the same to her own suit. Lena turned to Nolan with a helpless look. He gave her a smile, and helped fasten the pod to her suit. She smiled, fangs flashing, then held up a small black satchel. He showed her how to attach it to a pair of small rings low on the front of the suit, where it wouldn’t get in her way. She nodded gratefully, then turned away to deal with her helmet and her other glove.

      “Once you finish fastening your suit, a green light will come on in the base of the face plate. If this light turns red, it means the suit has been breached, and that you are losing oxygen,” Nolan continued. He pulled on his own helmet, but kept the face plate open. “Each suit has a comm link, which you can access in the left glove with your pinky.”

      Then he closed the helmet and walked into the airlock. It was going to be crowded with six people, but they’d make it work. He stood by the control panel, waiting as each of the others finished donning their suits. About two minutes later, Fizgig stepped into the airlock. She was the last.

      Nolan turned back to the panel, and keyed the lock button. The door leading into the Johnston sealed, and the scrubbers began sucking the air from the room. All six faces peered nervously at each other, though Nolan was careful to keep his neutral. What they were about to attempt was suicidal. It made sense only because no better option existed. As his father would have said, they were throwing a Hail Mary.

      The light on the airlock panel shifted from red to yellow, indicating that the atmosphere had been completely drained. Nolan stabbed the Open button, and the outer doors rolled back. They were looking at empty space, and it was terrifying. Not because Nolan feared space; he’d done dozens of EVAs. No, it was terrifying because below them lay the crackling inferno of a star. He could feel it tugging at him, and knew that if he lost his pod he’d be pulled relentlessly closer until he left the Johnston’s inductive field.

      Nolan focused on his destination, the Void Wraith vessel. It was perched over the Johnston like a preying mantis, its long wings buried in the destroyer’s hull. That meant that they only needed to cross about a hundred and fifty feet of open space before they’d reach the rear portion of the Void Wraith ship. Once there, they could walk around to the airlock and force their way in.

      He turned back to the others and gave them a thumbs-up, then kicked off the deck and into space. The star’s gravity immediately began to tug him, so he angled his pod and fired it at full thrust. It righted his course, carrying him closer and closer to the giant blue ship. Just before he reached it, Nolan pressed the blue button three times, each two seconds apart. His velocity slowed, and he bent his knees. A small shock went through his legs as he hit the hull, then the magnetic clamps sealed and he was anchored.

      Nolan turned back to the others and gave another thumbs-up. Edwards was the next into the gap, shooting towards him with unerring precision. Fizgig went next, then Lena. By that time, Edwards was landing.

      “Edwards, you’re coming in too hot,” Nolan said over the comm. Edwards fired his pod, but it was too late.

      He slammed into the hull, and began to bounce away. Nolan released his magnetic clamp and kicked off the deck. He grabbed Edwards’s outstretched hand, which caused them both to spin. Nolan waited until the spin had carried him to the right angle, then fired his pod. The thrust pulled them back to the hull, and he whipped his feet down in time to lock against the hull. This time Edwards fared better, snapping onto the deck next to him.

      “Thanks, Commander,” Edwards said, his voice wavering. Nolan gave him a thumbs-up.

      Fizgig landed gracefully a few feet away, the expression on her face full of pity when she looked at Edwards. She reached up as Lena approached, pulling the scientist down onto the deck next to her. Nolan was genuinely impressed, and gave her a respectful nod. After a moment she returned it.

      Nolan looked back at the Johnston. Izzy was coming over next, with Hannan not far behind her. Izzy’s thrusts were wild, and her quick shallow breaths grew more ragged over the comm.

      “Relax, Izzy,” Hannan’s voice crackled over the comm. “I’ve got you.”

      Hannan glided up to Izzy, seizing the back of her suit. She fired her pod in short, controlled bursts, and the pair drifted to the deck not far from the rest of the team. Izzy’s eyes were wild, but she seemed to be keeping it together.

      “Let’s move,” Nolan said. He began slow, magnetic steps toward the airlock. Release, step, lock. Release, step, lock. It took long minutes to get to the airlock, and he tried not to focus on the Johnston during that time. The crew he’d just gotten to know was likely being slaughtered right now, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            55

          

          

      

    

    







            Gauss

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Dryker picked up the TM-601 and checked the action. Edwards’s weapon was scratched and dinged, the black paint chipped in many locations. The internals, though, were extremely well cared for. The weapon reminded Dryker of his time in the infantry, a lifetime ago.

      “How many rounds do you have left, Mills?” Dryker asked.

      “Sixteen,” Mills replied in that flat, emotionless voice. Dryker had never been sure what to make of the dour sniper, but at least he was calm. The others needed to see that right now.

      “Khar, what about you?” Dryker asked.

      “Eleven. After that I can use the bayonet,” the burly Tigris rumbled. He looked tired, and his fur was matted with blood, but he was still on his feet.

      “Juliard, you’re left-handed,” Dryker pointed out, walking over to his comm tech. Her left arm was in a sling, and she clutched a pistol in her right. “Holster that thing. You’re more likely to shoot one of us than any of them.”

      “How am I supposed to defend myself?” Juliard asked. Her eyes flashed a challenge, carrying the weight of anger and fear she’d accumulated since they’d first encountered the Void Wraith.

      “You trust the Marines around you,” Dryker countered, staring her down. Juliard broke eye contact. “I need you to do what you do best. Focus, lieutenant. Use your tablet. You’re going to find us the safest route to the magnetic housing in the gauss cannon.”

      “Sir?” she asked, furrowing her brow. Then her eyes widened with understanding. “You’re going to blow it up, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right. For that to happen we need to move, and move quickly.” Dryker didn’t wait for the others to comment. He slung the TM-601’s strap over his shoulder and moved to the hatch that led into the wreckage that used to be the CIC.

      Dryker flipped the lock and spun the wheel, then kicked the hatch open. This was the critical moment. If the Void Wraith had already sent reinforcements they were done. He stepped boldly through the hatch, scanning the room with the barrel of his TM-601. Nothing visible moved. The place reeked of ozone, and streamers of smoke still rose from a few small electrical fires, making his eyes burn.

      “Move, people,” Dryker said, striding through the CIC. He stepped over Ezana’s body without pausing, then moved into the corridor. Still no sign of resistance.

      Dryker increased his pace, taking a right at the T intersection. That took him towards the engines. It was out of the way, and he hoped that would mean fewer encounters with the enemy.

      “Gunshots,” Khar rumbled from behind him. “They’re faint. Two decks down, maybe.”

      “Not good,” Mills said, joining them. “More gunfire means more resistance. If it’s fading, then so are we. They’ve moved into the cleanup portion of their attack. We need to keep moving.”

      “Take point, Corporal,” Dryker ordered.

      Mills trotted obediently ahead, and they moved down the corridor until they reached the first causeway. Mills paused at the door, holding up a clenched fist. A moment later he lowered it, and darted through the doorway. Dryker came next, with Khar and Juliard trailing after.

      “Contact,” Mills yelled from the far side of the causeway. He dropped to a knee, aiming his rifle at a target down the stairwell. The rifle kicked and a boom echoed through off the metal walls. Mills leapt to his feet, yelling even as he dove back onto the causeway. “Get down!”

      A sharp explosion bloomed from the bottom of the stairwell. White and orange flame shot up the stairs, and the staircase distended as it heated. Dryker seized the railing with his free hand, and wrapped one leg around one of the metal bars anchoring it. Then the causeway snapped. The portion where Mills had landed dropped forty feet, and slammed into the floor.

      Juliard wasn’t able to anchor herself, and began sliding down the causeway. She picked up speed on the way down, struggling in vain to catch herself against the railing. Her training finally took over, and she extended both legs beneath her, knees bent. Juliard rolled with the landing, tumbling across the floor with a pained cry. She landed in a heap not far from where Mills had fallen. Juliard was still moving. Mills was not.

      Dryker uncurled his leg, and used the railing to guide himself to the floor in a controlled fall. He landed easily, hefting his rifle as he stood back up. Khar landed next to him a moment later, still cradling his huge rifle.

      “Where are we?” Khar asked, looking around him.

      “Right where we need to be,” Dryker replied, nodding towards the enormous magnetic generators a few dozen feet away. “That was a shortcut, though a costly one.”

      He moved to Mills, placing two fingers against the sniper’s carotid artery. Nothing. The Marine stared sightlessly upward. Dryker sighed, then closed the Marine’s eyes.
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      Nolan knelt next to the Void Wraith airlock, studying the mechanism. It was unlike anything he’d encountered, just a series of glowing crystals set into the metal. He thumbed his comm, looking up at the others. “We might have to cut through, unless anyone has an idea to get this thing open.”

      “I’ve got something we can try,” Lena suggested. She reached carefully down and opened the black satchel Nolan had helped her affix to her suit, slowly withdrawing the data cube they’d recovered from Purito. “The VI is similar to what we’ve seen of Void Wraith tech. What if we wire it up to the lock?”

      “If you think you can do that, give it a shot,” Nolan said. He stood back up, and took two magnetic steps away from the lock to give Lena room. “Time is critical. I don’t know how long Captain Dryker can hold off the Void Wraith, and we need to get inside and try to reach the bridge before their boarding parties return.”

      Lena nodded, her golden fur floating around her in the suit as she knelt next to the lock. She began attaching wires from the cube to the door, her fingers moving more deftly than Nolan would have expected given that she was wearing bulky EVA gloves.

      Nolan glanced back at the Johnston, but there’d been no change. The destroyer was still grappled by the Void Wraith on one side, and the Tigris vessel on the other. The Tigris vessel had taken a lot of damage from the Void Wraith strafing attack, but still appeared functional. The Johnston was worse off, the cumulative damage from all the recent fighting painfully evident from this distance. Gaping holes dotted the hull, from the aft wing to the wreckage of the turrets on the starboard side. It was amazing she hadn’t yet come apart.

      “Fizgig, what are the odds that your crew would move over to the Johnston to help hold off the Void Wraith?” he asked, turning to face the grey-furred cat.

      “They’d obey orders, but I’m not sure I should give them,” Fizgig said over the comm. She blinked once, glancing at her ship, then back at Nolan. “If I broadcast a signal, it’s possible the Void Wraith will pick it up. We shouldn’t risk revealing our location.”

      “Point taken,” Nolan said. He knew himself well enough to know that this was just his mind trying to find things he could control. He turned back to Lena. She’d wired up the cube, and was now feeding a wire into the comm unit mounted to the EVA’s chest.

      “I’ve got it,” she called happily over the comm. “The VI is linked to my suit via the comm panel, so we can issue orders. I’ve told it to find a way to open the door.”

      A moment later, the crystals next to the door shifted from red to white, and the door slid back into the hull. Inside was an empty airlock, very similar to the one on any Fleet vessel. Nolan jumped inside, the artificial gravity dropping him to the deck as soon as he broke the plane to the airlock. He inspected the inner airlock door; unfortunately, there was no window, and thus no way to know what was on the other side.

      “Everyone else inside. Edwards, you’re last,” Nolan ordered over the comm.

      One by one the rest of them dropped inside. Lena came first, and she immediately started working on the inner door. It took even less time, perhaps because she now knew how the VI could interface with Void Wraith tech.

      Edwards dropped into the room, and a moment later the outer door slid closed.

      “It will begin pressurizing in a minute,” Lena said. Sure enough, they heard the telltale hiss of oxygen filling the room.

      “That’s interesting,” Hannan said. “I wasn’t sure these things needed oxygen. The fact that they do is good. It’s going to be hard enough to fight our way to the bridge without wearing these bulky suits.”

      “I can open the airlock door any time,” Lena said, turning back to the group.

      “Before you do, I have a question,” Nolan said. He considered how best to ask it. “You said you’ve wired the VI to your comm system, right?”

      “Yes, it’s linked in. Any of us could talk to it, though right now it can’t respond verbally,” Lena explained. She cocked her head inside the EVA suit. “Why do you ask?”

      “You said that the VI had a complete record of what it calls the final war,” Nolan said. “That includes data about all the Void Wraith units they encountered, right?”

      “It does,” Lena said. She smiled. “I think I see where you’re going with this.”

      “Excellent thinking, human,” Fizgig said. Was she actually purring? “Lena, use this VI to share the tactical schematics over the comm. Commander, the visors inside the suits can be used independently, yes?”

      “That’s right,” Nolan said, nodding. “If we keep the visors on after we remove the suits we’ll be able to tell friend from foe, and our HUDs will show all the tactical data available in that VI.”

      “I’ll take every advantage we can get,” Hannan said. She reached up and popped the catch on her helmet, then tugged it off and dropped it on the floor. “Edwards, Izzy, let’s get changed.”

      “Are we sure changing in the airlock is a good idea?” Izzy asked, making no move to remove her suit.

      “Do as the human asks,” Fizgig commanded. She removed her own helmet, and began working on the rest of the suit.

      Nolan did the same, and less than two minutes later the floor of the airlock was littered with pieces of their EVA suits. He took a deep breath and turned to his makeshift squad. “Hannan and Izzy, you’re first through the door. Fizgig and Edwards, you’ll be bringing up the rear. I’ll stay in the middle with Lena. Let’s move.”

      Lena was now carrying the cube in one hand, and had a tablet in the other. She tapped the tablet, and the airlock door slid open.
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      Dryker rose from the console, wiping the sweat from his eyes. It mixed with soot from the smoke, leaving an oily residue on his skin. “Okay, that will do it. In about six minutes the Johnston is going to tear itself apart from the inside.”

      “A noble sacrifice,” Khar said, nodding. He’d set his rifle down and was now carrying Juliard. The comm tech had twisted her ankle during her landing, but was otherwise unharmed.

      “Sacrifice?” Juliard asked, her voice rising half an octave. “Captain, are we going down with the ship?”

      “Hell no,” Dryker said, looking at Juliard like she was crazy. “I don’t know about you, but I plan to live.”

      “How will we do that?” Khar asked, raising a bushy brown eyebrow.

      “Your ship,” Dryker said, starting up the barrel of the gauss rifle. “We can follow the barrel until we hit C junction, then take that to the tube where you boarded the Johnston.”

      Khar’s eyes widened, then he began to laugh. It was the oddest sound Dryker had ever heard—part rumbling laugh, part purr. “Ah, you continue to surprise me, human. Lead on, and perhaps we’ll survive the day.”

      Dryker took the lead, moving at a fast walk. Both hands were wrapped around his TM-601, and he was ready to gun down anything that appeared. The weapon was heavier than he’d remembered, and his back was already beginning to hurt. He was too old for this shit.

      Several tense minutes passed before they reached the C junction. Surprisingly, the hatch was open. Dryker approached it cautiously, pausing to listen next to the hatch. Nothing. He turned to Khar. “Can you hear anything beyond?”

      “No, all sounds of combat have stopped. Not a good sign. They’ll be hunting for us,” Khar replied, shaking his head. Juliard had buried her face against his armor. She’d begun weeping, probably from the pain. They needed to find a medkit.

      Dryker stepped through the hatch, moving swiftly up the corridor. The walls were scorched, dented, and in some places ruptured by explosions or gunfire. It tore at him to see what a mess his vessel had become.

      The Johnston wasn’t a new ship. She wasn’t a battleship. She was an aging destroyer. But she’d served proudly, and…damn it, she was his ship. Seeing her die, knowing he’d signed the death warrant, was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to face.

      “Khar, how will your people react when we arrive?” Dryker asked, pausing at another T intersection. He peered down both sides, but saw no movement.

      “They will allow us to board,” Khar said. His breathing had grown ragged, and his movement had slowed. “After that, I do not know. They may imprison you. I am the second officer, and our first officer will need to decide.”

      Dryker nodded, then started up the next corridor. They were paralleling the outer hull of the ship, which was one of the first areas the Judicators had cleared. Perhaps that was why they hadn’t met any resistance.

      “How much further?” Khar asked, pausing to lean against the corridor wall.

      “Not much. About a hundred meters,” Dryker said. “One more push.”

      He started up the corridor, thankful that Khar moved to follow him. He knew the Tigris was exhausted, but they didn’t have time to rest. Every moment they remained on the Johnston was one moment closer to death. He checked the clock on his comm. Two minutes until detonation.

      Dryker redoubled his pace, moving at a near trot as he crossed the last twenty meters. He stopped next to the airlock, which was still coupled to the Tigris vessel. The outer airlock door was open, so he stepped inside. The inner door was also open, though the matching Tigris door that formed the seal was still closed.

      “Can you open this?” he asked, setting his M-601 against the wall. It was doubtful the Tigris would let him keep it anyway.

      “I can,” Khar said. Gently, he handed Juliard to Dryker, then moved to the Tigris panel.

      “How are you holding up, lieutenant?” Dryker asked, careful not to jostle Juliard too much.

      “My ankle is throbbing, but the arm is the worst,” she replied through gritted teeth. “Don’t worry about me, though. Just get us off this ship.”

      A sudden scream sounded in the distance, not more than a hundred meters away. It was abruptly cut off.

      “Hurry this up, Khar,” Dryker said.

      “I have it,” the cat said, and a loud purr thrummed through the airlock. The bronze Tigris door slid open, and they found themselves staring at a half-dozen rifles leveled in their direction. Khar stepped boldly forward, growling at the Tigris soldiers. “Stand down. Once we are through, close the door. Metaza, I have need of you. You will take the wounded human to our medical bay and see that she receives treatment.”

      “Yes, Mighty Khar,” a tiger-striped cat said. It moved to the captain, giving a slight bob of its head. “Allow me to relieve you of this burden.”

      Dryker reluctantly handed Juliard over, meeting her gaze. “It will be okay, Lieutenant. You’re going to get the treatment you need.”

      “Come, Dryker,” Khar said, starting up the wide, bronze corridor. “I will take you to the bridge, where we can meet with my superior.”
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      Nolan sprinted low and fast down the Void Wraith corridor, struggling to keep up with Lena. Tigris were natural runners, and it had been a long time since Nolan went through PT. Hannan didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up with Izzy, and the pair were leapfrogging up the corridor ahead of them. Fizgig and Edwards brought up the rear, and each time Nolan glanced back he found Fizgig slowing to allow Edwards to keep up.

      “Commander,” Hannan called from up ahead. She’d stopped next to one of the wide, arched doorways that separated the Void Wraith corridors. They seemed vaguely Egyptian, though Nolan realized that was just his brain trying to find a comfortable comparison.

      “What is it?” Nolan said, struggling to slow his breathing as he came to a stop next to the petite Marine. Izzy had taken shelter on the other side of the doorway, and was scanning the room within.

      “Take a look,” Hannan said, nodding at the doorway.

      Nolan bent forward enough to see within the room. Wide stairs descended into a large chamber. The ceiling was at least thirty feet tall, and the walls were lined with giant pods. Each pod had a thick cable leading into the floor, and there was a small window on the front of each. He couldn’t see inside the pod from here, and had no idea what they might be used for.

      “Lena, what do you think?” he asked, quietly.

      “No idea,” she said, shrugging. “There’s nothing in the VI’s memory about this. They never made it inside a Void Wraith vessel, as the vessels self-destruct just like the Judicators.”

      “Well that would have been good to know before we decided to try to take one,” Edwards said, rather sourly.

      “Stow it,” Hannan said. There was a hint of warning in her tone.

      “Movement,” Fizgig said, her voice just above a whisper.

      A massive figure stepped into view below. It resembled the Judicators, but was taller and broader, and bristling with armaments. Nolan’s HUD blinked, then began to display information. According to the data scrolling across his screen, this was an Alpha Judicator. It was apparently a cybernetic life form, and had the armaments and armor to take down heavy mechanized units.

      “Fall back,” he whispered. Everyone shuffled back a few steps, moving out of sight of the doorway. He turned to Lena. “Can you find us another way to the bridge?”

      “I’m afraid not,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not even sure this is the right way. We’re going off guesswork based on the outside of the vessel. The Primo never made it to the bridge. We could try to make it around another way, but we’d be largely blind. I have no idea what we’d encounter.”

      “Okay, so we have to destroy this thing,” Nolan said. He looked Hannan in the eye. “I need you to deliver me a dead Alpha Judicator.”

      “I’m not sure we have the ordinance for that, sir,” Hannan said, going a little pale.

      “Sarge is right, sir,” Edwards said, holding up his assault rifle. “I had to leave the 601 behind. This pop gun isn’t going to do shit to that monster.”

      “You’re not going to be using your rifle,” Nolan said. He glanced around the corner into the room below, then ducked back into the corridor. “Lena, those cables are conducting electricity, right?”

      “Yes, I’m almost positive of it,” Lena affirmed.

      “Almost positive will have to do,” Nolan said. He turned to Fizgig. “You, Izzy, Hannan and Edwards are going to distract that thing. We’ll wait for it to walk back to the other side of the room, then flank it. Our crossfire probably won’t do much to slow it down, but all we’re trying to do is distract it.”

      “We can do that,” Fizgig said, impassively. Her tail swished behind her. “How do you plan to defeat this enemy?”

      “I’ll tear one of those cables out of the floor. When the Alpha passes my position, I’ll dart out and plant the conduit against the Judicator,” Nolan explained. He glanced at Hannan. “Can you keep this thing occupied until I get into position?”

      “Can do, sir,” Hannan asked, squaring her shoulders.

      “Your plan could definitely work,” Lena interjected. “We know that bullets disrupt the cloaking field. That field covers the entire outside of the unit, so I’m betting it’s highly conductive. If it is, the conduit might overload the Alpha’s systems.”

      “I do not believe we have any other choice,” Fizgig said. She looked to Nolan. “The command is yours, of course.”

      “This is as good a plan as we’re likely to get,” Nolan replied grimly. “Okay, Hannan, this is your show. Give me a window to get to that cable.”
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      Kathryn awoke with a start and gazed wildly around the room. She was not in her quarters; this room’s flat metal walls were completely unfamiliar. She began to thrash, but found herself restrained. Thick metal bands pinned her head, forearms, wrists, and ankles to the kind of chair that gave dentists a bad name.

      “Calm down,” she said, forcing herself to take several long, deep breaths. What was the last thing she remembered? She’d gone to bed in her quarters, after seeding both the Quantum Network and Quantum Lite with stories about Nolan and the Johnston.

      Someone must have broken into her quarters, drugged her, and then brought her to a secure facility. It was textbook OFI, designed to put an interrogation subject off balance. Placing them in an unfamiliar situation outside of their control sapped a subject’s willpower, which made them easier to break.

      The first method of fighting that was logic. She needed to figure out where she was, who’d taken her, and what they wanted. That meant gathering as much information as possible. She took some time to look at the room she was in. A metal table sat next to her, with an array of wicked-looking torture tools arrayed prominently. A single high-illumination light shone on her from above like a spotlight. That would partially blind her, allowing her interrogators to stand in the shadows.

      Kathryn closed her eyes and listened. In the distance she heard voices. One of them was raised in anger, and she focused on that one. She could make out faint words, one of which she recognized immediately. Ghantan. That dropped so many pieces into place. She’d already suspected that Admiral Mendez was behind this, though she hadn’t wanted to believe he was capable of it. Did he think she knew something about the Johnston that he could use?

      “Dispatch the seventh. Make sure only loyal ships are sent,” Mendez’s voice boomed. She knew her father well enough to know that his tone meant he was close to panic. The admiral always went on the offensive when angry. “They’re to wipe out the Johnston, and make sure there are no witnesses. No one leaves that system alive—am I clear? If word gets out now, it could ruin everything. It’s too soon. We are not ready for war.”

      Footsteps sounded outside the room, stopping just on the other side of what she guessed must be the door. A sharp hiss confirmed her suspicions, and footsteps sounded inside the room. There was only a single pair, and she knew exactly to whom they belonged.

      “Good morning, Admiral,” Kathryn said cheerfully. “It sounds like things aren’t going very well. Maybe because someone leaked information about your little coup all over the Quantum Network.”

      The footsteps approached until she could see a shadowed figure standing at the edge of the light. The admiral’s bearded face was silhouetted by the light, giving him an even more sinister cast. She couldn’t quite make out his eyes, but she could see the too-white teeth when he smiled.

      “Ahh, Kathryn. I’ve suspected your true loyalties for some time, but that last little stunt was a bridge too far,” the admiral pulled a metal stool next to her chair, then sat. He picked up a scalpel from the tray of tools. “Your flippant attitude is admirable. That’s the product of OFI training, and I’d expect nothing less. I have no doubt it would take weeks to break you, if I used traditional techniques.”

      Kathryn considered quickly. This verbal sparring match would be short, and represented her only real chance to get information. After this the torture would begin in earnest, and she’d be in too much pain to learn anything of use.

      “So why bother breaking me?” she said, turning her head as much as the restraints would allow. “You could have just poisoned me in my sleep. A heart attack, like poor Admiral Kelley.”

      “It’s not sentimentality, I assure you. Our relationship has nothing to do with you still breathing,” Mendez said. He leaned closer, until she could smell the tang of tobacco on his breath. “You’re alive because your incredible ingenuity has allowed you to accomplish something no one else in the admiralty has. To date, our little plot has gone completely undetected. We’ve been operating for nearly a year without a whisper of our activities reaching the wrong ears. Then you come along, tossing wrenches into some of our best plans.”

      “I’d think that would be more reason to kill me,” Kathryn shot back.

      “That would be a waste,” Mendez said, eyeing her with an unreadable mix of emotions. “I’d much rather convert you to our cause, Lieutenant Commander.”

      Lieutenant Commander. Not Kate. Not daughter.

      “And how is it you plan to do that?” Kathryn said, raising an eyebrow. “I’ll never work for you, not to subvert our government. You have to know that.”

      “Of course you will,” the admiral said, giving a booming laugh.

      Kathryn knew this stage of the interrogation was ending, so she asked the most important question she could think of. “Why are you doing all this? You were a hero in the Tigris war. A patriot, through and through. What changed you so dramatically, and how did I miss it?”

      “You’ll understand our motives soon enough,” the admiral said. He reached into the pockets of his uniform jacket, and withdrew two objects. The first Kathryn recognized. It was a hypo-stim, designed to inject any number of chemicals into a subject. The second was a small clear vial, but she couldn’t make out the contents. “First, I need to ensure your loyalty. And I assure you, you will be loyal.”

      The admiral held up the clear vial, just a few inches from her face. Something green and slimy lay inside, a two-inch slug of a species she wasn’t familiar with. It pressed against the glass, writhing as it attempted to get closer to her. “This is a Gorthian larva. It has several unique properties. The first is its ability to rewrite genetic material. It can modify both RNA and DNA, changing the host body to suit its needs. In the case of sentient species, that means rewriting your neurological pathways to fit desired patterns.”

      Kathryn could only stare in horror. If the admiral was on the level, this thing would quite literally brainwash her. That explained so much—why trusted members of every major race were serving the Void Wraith.

      “Its next ability is the one I find most intriguing,” the admiral said, holding the vial up for his own inspection. “The larva acts as a quantum transmitter. It can both send and receive information, allowing the masters to orchestrate their grand design.”

      Mendez looked back at her, and gave a start. “You look terrified, Kate. Don’t worry. I know that the bonding process is painful. I won’t make you suffer through that.”

      He pressed the hypo against her thigh, and there was a sharp pain as the needle bit. Sudden warmth spread through her leg, and up into her chest. When the admiral spoke again his words were far away. “You’ll sleep through the entire process, and when you’ve awoken you’ll be one of us.”
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      Hannan took several deep breaths. She glanced around at her people. Everyone was ready. “Okay, let’s do this. Fizgig, Izzy, into the hole.”

      The two Tigris darted down the stairwell, reaching the bottom in three superhuman bounds. The Alpha began to turn toward them, but they’d already reached the shelter of one of the pods.

      “Nolan, let’s go,” she said. Hannan sprinted to the first landing, pausing to fire a three-round burst at the twelve-foot-tall Judicator. The rounds pinged off its face, but they got its attention. It turned in her direction, raising a massive rifle. That rifle took a moment to warm up, blue energy crackling around the barrel.

      In that instant Hannan dove from the landing, rolling to safety behind a pod on the far side of the room from where Fizgig and Izzy had taken shelter. The Alpha’s shot hit the stairs where she’d been standing, and the metal erupted into a spray of razored shrapnel that peppered the wall behind it. The pieces of shrapnel left a crater in their wake, both in the landing and in the wall where they’d hit. Jesus, that thing hit hard.

      Nolan darted down the stairs behind her, popping off rounds from his pistol as he did. The Alpha pivoted to face him, and Hannan knew he was in serious trouble. Then Fizgig was moving. She popped around her pod, firing a round from her Tigris war rifle. The shot took the Alpha in the face, and actually knocked the thing half a step back. It ruined the Alpha’s aim, and the shot that had been intended for Nolan wound up hitting the ceiling instead.

      Nolan dropped from the stairs, rolling to his feet near Hannan. Their gazes met, but Nolan didn’t slow. He ran low and fast behind the pods, crouching near the one closest to the Alpha.

      Then Hannan’s attention was back on their opponent. It was stalking through the room, the barrels of its multiple weapons scanning both sides as it sought targets. Edwards leapt into the room, firing off single shots as he dropped into cover behind the stairwell. The Judicator swiveled to face him, and began advancing in Edwards’s direction.

      “For Fizgig,” Izzy yelled, charging the Alpha from the side. She made an impressive leap, grabbing the Alpha’s shoulder with one paw. She used the momentum to swing herself onto its back, then buried her bayonet deep into the thing’s neck. If the wound caused any damage, the Alpha certainly didn’t show it.

      The Alpha paused, then reached back to remove Izzy. Hannan cursed under her breath, popping out of cover. She unloaded several more three-round bursts, each targeting the same knee. The first two bursts pinged off the tough metal, but one of the slugs from the third volley found something sensitive. The Alpha staggered, and the swipe it had aimed at Izzy missed by a good two feet.

      Fizgig charged forward, burying her bayonet in the same knee. She squeezed the trigger of her rifle, and a loud boom echoed through the room. The scent of ozone intensified, but the Alpha seemed otherwise unharmed. It didn’t go down. If anything, the wound had only annoyed it.

      The Alpha swung its wounded leg forward, catching Fizgig in the chest. She was launched backwards, sailing toward the wall. Hannan winced, knowing Fizgig would have broken bones from the impact. Then Edwards darted from cover. He dove forward, catching Fizgig the instant before she slammed into the wall. The two went down in a tangle of limbs, but neither appeared to be harmed.

      Edwards rolled to his feet, darting into cover near the commander.

      “Hurry it up, Nolan,” Hannan ordered. Izzy was dancing away from the Alpha’s probing hand, but sooner or later the thing would grab her.

      “Got the cable free,” Nolan yelled back. “You’re going to have to get it closer, though. This thing doesn’t stretch very far.”

      “Screw it,” Hannan said. She ran toward the Alpha, popping off single rounds from her assault rifle every third step. Each shot tagged the thing in the face, and by the fourth shot its beady blue eyes had focused directly on her. The Alpha took a step closer, then another. Hannan skidded behind the pod next to Nolan, panting as she glanced up at him. “I hope this works.”

      The Alpha stepped around the pod, leaning over it to aim its rifle at her. It seemed to have forgotten Izzy, who was holding onto her rifle with one hand while emptying her sidearm into the back of its neck with the other. Hannan watched as the Alpha’s rifle got closer, until the barrel seemed to swallow her entire vision. Energy began to crackle around that barrel, and she knew she had only a few seconds to live.

      Then the thing staggered backward. Hannan rolled away, looking around the other side of the pod. Nolan stood right next to the Alpha, and was holding the conduit against its wounded knee. The Alpha’s back arched, and electricity played up the length of its body in tight, blue arcs. Those arcs caught Izzy, who tumbled limply from the Alpha’s back. Hannan dove, catching the Tigris just before she hit the deck.

      “Commander, move,” Edwards roared.

      Hannan turned to see what was happening just in time to watch the Alpha topple limply towards Nolan. Edwards shoved Nolan out of the way, but was too slow to save himself. The Judicator fell heavily atop the big Marine, crushing him under several tons of metal.
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      “You’ve brought a human traitor onto my bridge?” a black-furred cat roared at Khar. Dryker stood passively, knowing that anything he said would probably make the situation worse.

      “Mighty Fizgig allied with this human,” Khar spat back. The fur on the back of his neck stood up, and his tail swished angrily. “Dryker may be our only chance of survival. Let him speak, or I will challenge you right here, Skaan.”

      “Very well. Speak, human,” Skaan said. His eyes narrowed distrustfully.

      “In about twenty seconds an internal explosion is going to tear the Johnston apart,” Dryker said.

      Skaan’s eyes widened, and he whirled to face his bridge crew. “Disengage the docking clamp. Now!”

      “At once, Mighty Skaan,” answered a golden-furred female.

      The ship rumbled, and Dryker could see a gap begin to form between the Johnston and the Claw. He winced inwardly as the Johnston’s hull began to buckle. Fire shot out of different points along the hull, while other sections collapsed inward. The whole vessel distended, then broke apart roughly midway down the hull. Seeing it break apart broke something inside of Dryker. She was his ship, and she was dying.

      Then the Johnston exploded. The brunt of that explosion was directed inward, but enough force remained to wash over both the Void Wraith vessel and the Claw. They were knocked back, and the screen went white for a moment.

      When it cleared, the Void Wraith vessel was still there, seemingly unharmed.

      “Mighty Skaan,” the white-furred female called. “The other Void Wraith vessels are beginning to respond. They’re moving away from the station, and heading in our direction. Two have already cloaked.”

      “Blast it,” Skaan cursed, rounding on Dryker. “You’ve brought this on us, human. I’ll see you dead.”

      Khar glided silently forward, seizing Skaan’s head between both massive paws. The muscles in his arms tensed, and he gave a single twist. There was a sharp crack, then Skaan’s lifeless body toppled to the deck.

      Silence reigned across the bridge for several seconds, then the golden-furred comm officer called out. “Mighty Khar!”

      The cry was taken up all over the bridge, until Khar raised his arms to silence it. He turned to Dryker. “Now, what?”
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      “Hang in there, Edwards,” Nolan said, kneeling next to the burly Marine, who was still pinned underneath the Alpha.

      “Sir, you have to get away. This thing could blow up now that we’ve killed it,” Edwards said, in short pained gasps.

      “I doubt that,” Nolan said, looking at the Alpha. “The other Judicators detonated almost immediately. This one’s been dead a good thirty seconds.”

      “Nolan is right,” Lena said, approaching cautiously. “I suspect the Judicators have a different directive here. Why set them to detonate aboard your own ship? That could cause catastrophic damage.”

      “Excellent point,” Fizgig growled. “That may serve us well. We should keep moving.”

      “What about Edwards?” Hannan said. Her face was set into the mask of determination Nolan was beginning to recognize. “We don’t leave our own behind.”

      “There is no choice,” Izzy said, placing a paw on Hannan’s shoulder. “We lack the strength to move the Alpha.”

      “My legs are crushed, anyway,” Edwards said, panting. The pain must be excruciating, if his armor couldn’t suppress it. “You need to leave me. Finish this, or everything we’ve done is for nothing.”

      “He’s right,” Nolan said, standing with a sigh. “Hannan, Izzy, take point.”

      “Sir,” Hannan said, moving to stand in front of him. “We can spare two minutes to try to—”

      “You have your orders, Marine,” Nolan said. “I need you, Hannan. Get moving. Now.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hannan said. She glanced at Edwards, and grew a shade paler. She kept moving, though. She and Izzy moved to the far side of the room, their weapons scanning the corridor that led in the direction they hoped the bridge was.

      “Nolan, you might want to see this before we go,” Lena called. She was standing in front of one of the pods.

      Nolan approached cautiously, peering through the window. He could only stare. “My god, what are they doing?”

      Inside was a human, or what was left of one. All that remained was a spine and a brain, and they floated in a viscous green liquid. The pod began to hum, and the bottom opened. Nolan peered down, watching as a shape rose into the liquid. A familiar metallic frame, with too-thin limbs.

      “This is how they make Judicators,” he said, horror turning his bowels to ice. “They’re harvesting people to make more troops.”

      “This is barbaric,” Fizgig hissed, peering into the pod. She rounded on Nolan. “We must stop these things. At any cost.”

      Nolan gave a tight nod, then started trotting up the corridor. Before, he’d been scared. He’d been tired. Now? He was angry. These bastards were going to pay. He would find a way to make them pay.

      They ran up several flights of stairs, then through a maze of corridors. Nolan let Lena guide them. She didn’t have a true map, but the info contained in the VI was the closest thing. Minutes passed, and the anger continued to smolder. He could read it on all their faces.

      He expected to meet more resistance, but they saw no other Judicators as they made their way closer and closer to the bridge. Finally, they rounded a corner and found a room that could be nothing else. A large black platform sat in the center of the room. It looked almost identical to the one on Purito, where they’d found the VI. The link between Primo technology and the Void Wraith continued to trouble him.

      “Okay, fan out and lock down the exits to this room,” Nolan commanded.

      Hannan, Izzy, and Fizgig fanned out. There were two doorways—the one they’d entered through and another at the far side of the room. As with every room they’d passed through, there were no doors, and thus no way to truly lock down the room. If other Judicators were on the ship, they could assault them at any time.

      “Lena, what can you do to get us control of this ship?” Nolan asked.

      “Nothing,” a metallic voice said. Nolan spun to see a holographic figure appear over the black platform. It was Primo, just like the VI they’d brought with them. “Your deaths are assured, your efforts wasted.”

      “What the hell are you?” Nolan asked, instinctively aiming his rifle at the hologram.

      “I am Sentinel,” it said, watching him impassively, “though that information is useless to you. Wraith are already on their way. Your existence will be terminated in four minutes and thirteen seconds. Your genetic matter will be harvested, and converted into more soldiers.”

      Nolan was silent for a moment. He glanced at Lena, but she only shrugged. “Why are you attacking us?” Nolan asked. “What do you get out of it?”

      “I fulfill my purpose,” Sentinel answered, metallically. “Nothing you do here will matter. Your struggle is futile.”

      “You know,” Nolan said, narrowing his eyes, “every time I’ve heard anyone tell me something like that, it’s because they fear me. If we’re so powerless how did we reach your bridge? Lena, can you deactivate that thing?”

      “It will take me a little time, but I think so,” Lena said, moving to crouch next to the black platform.

      “Your efforts will avail you not,” Sentinel said, watching Lena.

      “Maybe,” Nolan said. “I believe otherwise. You fear us. You fear something we’d learn, otherwise why did you go to the effort of wiping out all those Primo ruins? You knew there was something that we could recover, something we could learn that would be a threat.”

      “Your arrogance is impressive,” Sentinel said. It paused, studying Nolan. “I harvested the ruins to obtain more virtual intelligences. They are required to run vessels such as this. Their construction requires immense time and effort. Recovering them is a more expedient way of expanding my forces. This is why the worlds belonging to the race you know as the Primo Genitus were targeted first.”

      The wheels began to turn in Nolan’s head, and a grin spread across his face. This thing had inadvertently revealed something vital.

      “Your amusement will be short-lived,” Sentinel said, a hint of emotion finally infusing its tone. “The other vessels I have created have nearly arrived. Even if they had not, over two dozen line units will soon be assaulting you.”
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      “Mighty Khar,” one of the Tigris called. “Twelve vessels are emerging from the Helios Gate.”

      Dryker watched from his place in the corner, saying nothing as the view screen shifted to show a fleet emerging from the sun’s corona. The vessels were tiny specks, too small to identify visually.

      “Are they broadcasting an ident?” Khar rumbled. He hadn’t risen since sitting in the captain’s chair, which didn’t surprise Dryker. Khar’s fur was still matted with blood, and none of his injuries had been tended to. One of his eyes was swollen shut, and he bled freely from wounds on his chest.

      “Yes, Mighty Khar. It’s the Fourth Claw of the Leonis Pride,” the comm officer said.

      “Rejoice,” Khar roared, giving a booming Tigris laugh. “Get me the lead vessel on screen.”

      A moment later, a black-furred Tigris face loomed on the screen. It stared hard at Khar before speaking. “Where is Mighty Fizgig? We have come to aid her in battle.”

      “Mighty Fizgig is aboard the Void Wraith vessel near us,” Khar said. He leaned forward in his chair. “She is attempting to seize control, with the aid of the humans.”

      “The humans?” the black-furred Tigris said, clearly surprised. Then its gaze fell on Dryker. “I see you have one of those humans aboard your ship, and not just any human either. You’ve captured Dryker, the worm who destroyed one of our science vessels. Why is he not restrained?”

      “Because I’m not a prisoner,” Dryker said. Letting Khar speak for him would be a mistake, and he knew it. Tigris only respected strength. “My ship is gutted, but with its destruction Khar and I killed dozens of Void Wraith. Maybe hundreds. We gave my first officer and Mighty Fizgig time to invade their vessel.”

      “He speaks the truth, Mighty Varr,” Khar said, nodding respectfully. “We do not have time to discuss this, though. Six more Void Wraith vessels have left the station you’ve no doubt seen on your sensors. They will engage us shortly.”

      “Interesting,” Varr said, giving a feline smile. “We will see what these fairy tales can do in real combat. My fleet is moving to support you, Mighty Khar. Fight with honor.”

      Then the view screen went dark. Dryker removed his tablet from his pocket, reviewing the data he’d accumulated since arriving in-system. The first massive structure was clearly a factory, but what about the second—the one containing the vast amount of that mysterious heavy element? It must be important to the Void Wraith, and he was afraid they’d soon find out why.
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      “How’s it going, Lena?” Nolan asked. He’d moved to stand just beside the doorway they’d entered through. He didn’t see any sign of the enemy yet, but if Sentinel was telling the truth they’d be under assault by the ship’s forces soon.

      “I’ve exposed the panel, and I can see the data cube containing Sentinel,” Lena called. She was bent over the black platform with an electro spanner in one hand.

      The entire ship shook violently, and Nolan barely caught himself against the wall.

      “What the hell was that?” Hannan called from the doorway she was guarding.

      “That,” Fizgig said, “was a massive explosion. Given the resulting kick, I’d guess we’re no longer docked with the Johnston.”

      “Shit,” Hannan said. She gave Nolan a sober look. “Do you think the old man blew up the gauss cannon?”

      “It makes sense,” Nolan replied. He glanced up the corridor. Still nothing. “If he detonated the gauss cannon, he’d take out all the Void Wraith forces—meaning they can’t return to stop us here.”

      “A noble sacrifice,” Fizgig said. Her tail drooped. “Dryker was the most feared human commander during our brief war with humanity. He will be sung about in our legends.”

      “Contact,” Hannan yelled. She dropped to a knee, snapping her assault rifle to her shoulder. The sharp report of automatic weapons fire filled the bridge as she fired down her corridor.

      Nolan considered running to join her, but resisted the urge. His job was to guard this doorway, and if he left it the Void Wraith could flank him from behind. He faced the doorway, his stomach dropping when he saw movement. Several shimmering forms were approaching. “We’re about to have a lot more company. What’s the status of deactivating that VI, Lena?”

      “I need a minute,” she yelled.

      “We don’t have a minute,” Hannan called back. “Izzy, I need you over here.”

      The white-furred cat sprinted to join Hannan. The pair laid down continuous fire, and for the moment nothing was making it through their doorway. Nolan turned back to his. The shimmering forms were getting closer.

      “I see at least three coming my way,” he yelled, then carefully raised his assault rifle to his shoulder. He fired at the closest target, and the Judicator stumbled back three paces. Its cloaking field dropped, and Nolan used the opportunity to target the thing’s head. He squeezed off a three-round burst, and the Judicator dropped to the deck.

      The other two fired a steady stream of blue plasma, and Nolan had no choice but to duck behind cover. He waited two seconds, then ducked back into the doorway to fire another burst. Both Judicators fired the instant his head appeared, and it was only dumb luck that he got back into cover in time. The bursts of plasma shot into the room, one exploding a control panel in a shower of sparks.

      “They’ve got me pinned over here,” Nolan yelled. “Two bogies. They’ll be into the room soon.”

      “I’ve almost got it,” Lena yelled.

      “Four targets inbound,” Fizgig roared, firing down her corridor. “We are surrounded. I mean no disrespect, holy one, but if you cannot deactivate the VI we’ll be dead in moments.”

      Nolan dropped prone, then extended his rifle along the floor. He fired blindly, then yanked the weapon back out of sight. A pair of plasma bursts cratered the floor where his weapon had been, sending up a spray of shrapnel that pinged off his armor. One of the fragments hit his visor, sending a spiderweb of cracks along the right rear portion. At least the HUD still worked.

      “I’ve got it,” Lena yelled triumphantly. Nolan risked a glance. She was holding aloft a cube that looked nearly identical to the Primo VI.

      “They’re still coming,” Hannan yelled. “Whatever you did didn’t work.”
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      Dryker felt helpless, nothing more than a bystander in what could be the most important conflict in recorded history. He watched as the Tigris vessels fanned out, moving with the practiced precision that had given the Leonis Pride such an advantage during their war with the humans.

      The ships moved in unison, shifting formation to form a net around the Claw of Tigrana and the seemingly dormant Void Wraith vessel. Then it was a waiting game. They knew six Void Wraith vessels were out there, but their cloaking technology allowed them to choose the time and place they would engage. It was the type of advantage that a smart foe could use to devastating effect, and Dryker found himself holding his breath as he waited for the assault to begin.

      It came sooner than he expected.

      “Mighty Khar, three vessels have de-cloaked off our starboard port. They’re moving to engage the fleet,” the comm officer called.

      The view screen shifted to show the three Void Wraith vessels. Each was charging their main weapon, the ball of blue plasma that did such catastrophic damage. All three fired at the lead Tigris vessel. The first shot impacted against the shield, which flickered, then dropped. The second and third shot both hit the central line running down the Tigris vessel. The impacts disintegrated huge chunks of the vessel, and it broke apart in a fiery explosion. The remnants began drifting sunward, pulled by the immense gravity.

      All three Void Wraith vessels shifted to the next closest target, unleashing a similar barrage. The second Tigris vessel fared no better than the first, its remains joining the wreckage floating toward the sun.

      Four Tigris vessels moved to intercept, firing cable after cable. They surrounded the first Void Wraith vessel, pulling it into a web it could not escape. More Tigris vessels moved to intercept, but the remaining two Void Wraith cloaked.

      “Mighty Khar, we’re under assault,” the comm officer yelled.

      Proximity alarms went off, and the lighting on the bridge changed from white to a soft red. Then the ship shook as something impacted. A moment later, a second impact came, and sparks showered from several terminals. The lights flickered, then died.

      “Damage report,” Khar yelled.

      “We’ve lost main power, Mighty Khar,” a voice called in the darkness. “Life support is operational, and we’re working to restore secondary power.”

      “What hit us?” Khar roared.

      “Two Void Wraith vessels de-cloaked off the aft side of the ship,” the comm officer replied.

      Dryker clenched a fist, wishing there was something he could do. The Void Wraith outclassed the Tigris. The Tigris might inflict casualties…but there was no way they could win this fight.
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      Nolan waited until the first Judicator stepped through the doorway, then jammed the barrel of his rifle into the place he suspected the face was. He fired a three-round burst, and was elated when the Judicator dropped to the deck with a clatter. He danced backwards, but then realized that they weren’t exploding. If they had been, the fight would already have been over. Thank God for whatever directive made them less explosive aboard this ship.

      “Lena, what have you got for us?” Nolan said, aiming his rifle at the doorway. The last Judicator hadn’t stepped through.

      “Uh, I’m going to connect the Primo VI to the ship,” Lena yelled back. Her voice was nearly drowned out by the staccato of gunfire coming from Hannan, Izzy, and Fizgig. “I have no idea what that will do, but it can’t be any worse than where we’re at right now.”

      “Do it,” Nolan yelled.

      The third Judicator stepped through the doorway. Nolan tried the same trick, but this Judicator was expecting it. It slashed down with a trio of blazing plasma blades, and the weapons sheared through the barrel of Nolan’s rifle. He dropped the useless weapon, backpedaling as the thing advanced on him. He couldn’t even see its face, since it was still cloaked. But he could see it raise the shimmering outline of a plasma rifle barrel.

      Nolan drew his sidearm and began firing. The shots knocked the Judicator back, but he knew it wasn’t going to be enough. He was dead.

      The Judicator’s head exploded, and it toppled onto Nolan. The weight of the body pinned him to the deck, and he struggled to kick the thing off him.

      “You owe me, Commander,” Hannan yelled. “Now get back on your feet and secure the damned doorway. More of these things are coming. Izzy, go back him up.”

      The white cat bounded over, reaching down to tug the headless Judicator off Nolan. He could see her arms straining, and it reminded him of the much larger Judicator still pinning Edwards somewhere in the ship.

      “Thanks,” he said, accepting Izzy’s paw as she helped him to his feet.

      “I’ve got it,” Lena called excitedly.

      Nolan spun to the platform. The holographic display flickered to life, this time showing the same VI they’d met back on Purito. It looked down at Lena. “I have bonded with this vessel, and now control all vital systems. What are your orders?”

      “Turn off the Judicators,” Lena yelled. “Make them stop attacking.”

      “Acknowledged,” the VI answered. It closed its virtual eyes, and the Judicators advancing up the corridors shimmered into view and then just…stopped. They froze mid-stride, some with weapons still raised. “I’ve ordered all units to stand down. They will take no further action until ordered to do so.”
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      “Secondary power online,” the golden-furred comm officer called. The lights flickered back on, though they were weaker than normal.

      Dryker leaned against the railing that separated the rear deck from the main portion where the crew was performing vital bridge tasks. He longed to take action, but his role in this battle was over. He was an observer, and all he could do was hope the Tigris found a way to prevail.

      “Status report,” Khar demanded.

      “Five Tigris vessels have been destroyed, and one more is disabled,” the comm officer said, his tone subdued. “At least two Void Wraith vessels have been destroyed, possibly three. The rest have retreated for now.”

      “They’re falling back,” Khar muttered. He spun his chair to face Dryker. “Why? Why would they do that, Captain?”

      “They had the advantage,” Dryker said, studying the view screen. “The only reason they’d fall back is if they expected reinforcements.”

      “Mighty Khar, the large structure near the factory has begun to move toward the sun,” the comm officer said.

      The view screen shifted to show the enormous vessel powering slowly toward the sun. It looked like a giant turnip, and if Dryker’s data was correct it was easily the size of Earth’s moon.

      “Captain, do you have any theories about that thing?” Khar asked, turning to him.

      “Not as of yet,” Dryker admitted. “Our scans show that thing is teeming with some sort of theoretical element we’ve never encountered, but I have no idea what it is or what the Void Wraith intend to do with it. I guess that doesn’t much matter, though. Whatever they want, we should oppose.”

      “We will destroy it,” Khar said, clenching his fist and exposing his fangs.

      “Mighty Khar, more ships are emerging from the Helios Gate,” the comm officer’s tone was shrill now. She sounded close to breaking.

      “Ident?” Khar said, standing slowly from his chair. He was favoring his right leg.

      “They’re human vessels sir, OFI ident,” the comm officer said. Khar moved to stand next to her, placing a comforting paw on her shoulder.

      “It looks like four destroyers, and two capital ships,” Dryker said, squinting at the screen. “I think that’s the bulk of the seventh fleet.”

      “Then victory is once again within our grasp,” Khar said, laughing. He turned to Dryker. “I will put you in contact with them so you can coordinate the battle. Comm, open a channel to the lead human vessel.”

      “They’re ignoring our hails, Mighty Khar. The human vessels are moving to interpose themselves between us and the large Void Wraith vessel,” the comm officer said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Treachery,” Khar roared, slamming his fist into the view screen. A sharp crack spread from the impact point. Khar rounded on Dryker. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “I can only guess,” Dryker said, the exhaustion whispering a siren song: Just lie down. Just give up. “I suspect that the spies in my government have dispatched forces loyal to them. Forces that work indirectly for the Void Wraith. The same forces that tried to keep your fleet away from this system.”
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      “Lena, can you access communications?” Nolan asked. He limped over to the black platform, his breathing still ragged from the fight with the Judicators.

      “Any of us can,” Lena said, rising to her feet. “This VI will obey any of us.”

      “That is correct,” the VI said. Its bulbous head turned to face Nolan. “I have complete control of Communications. What do you wish to know?”

      “Monitor all communications in this system, and play them here on the bridge,” Nolan ordered. “Can you give us a visual as well?”

      “Of course,” the VI said, as if insulted. A holographic display sprung up near the west wall, covering it from floor to ceiling. It showed a massive battle, which Nolan could barely get his brain around.

      “What the hell?” he whispered.

      “It looks like the Fourth Claw disobeyed the dictates of War Commander Mow,” Fizgig said. Low, powerful purring came from her chest. “A large portion of our fleet has come to do battle on our behalf.”

      “Who are they fighting, though?” Hannan said, resting the barrel of her assault rifle on her shoulder as she took a step closer to the holo display.

      “That’s the seventh,” Nolan said. “Oh, God. The seventh is loyal to Admiral Mendez. Kathryn warned me that he’d been compromised. Those ships work for the Void Wraith.”

      “Audio is now available,” Primo interjected.

      Static crackled across hidden speakers all over the bridge. That static resolved into a cacophony of voices.

      “—main engines. Going critical,” came a deep Tigris voice.

      “—need to reach whatever that big ship is. It’s making for the Helios Gate.”

      The overlapping voices were almost impossible to decipher, but Nolan could see from the disposition of the battle what was happening. The outnumbered and outgunned Tigris were trying to stop the giant ship from making it to the Helios Gate. They were failing.

      “There are two potentially lethal situations you may wish to be aware of,” the VI said pleasantly. “Would you like further details?”

      “Yes,” Nolan said, almost instantly.

      “First, two Void Wraith vessels are attempting to dock,” the VI said.

      “Uh, Virtual Intelligence,” Nolan said. “Can you engage this ship’s cloaking device?

      “Affirmative,” the VI confirmed.

      “Do that, then get us away from the two vessels attempting to dock,” Nolan ordered.

      A low whirring came from the bowels of the Void Wraith vessel. “Cloaking engaged. We are moving away from the two Void Wraith vessels, and they appear unaware of our current location.”

      “What is this second lethal situation?” Fizgig demanded, moving to stand next to Nolan.

      “This vessel contains data regarding the massive structure moving for the Helios Gate. Using that data I have extrapolated the true purpose for the weapon,” the VI said. The holographic display changed, now displaying an unfamiliar system. That system was dominated by a large G-class star, and was taken from the perspective of a vessel orbiting the third planet. Countless other ships, vaguely Primo ships, were arrayed in a defensive perimeter. “This is a record of the first major battle in the final war, the battle that guaranteed the Primo could not win.”

      The color of the sun began to change. It went from yellow to a more pure white, then to blue. Then the star began to expand. At first that expansion was slow and measurable, but it rapidly increased. The time index shifted forward, showing a time lapse of the nova. It washed over the system, destroying most of the ships docked there. The ship doing the recording retreated ahead of the nova, presumably to carry the recording they were viewing.

      “What happened?” Izzy asked, raising a paw hesitantly toward the hologram.

      “The vessel you see moving towards the star is, in essence, a bomb,” the VI explained. “It contains a massive quantity of a heavy element, more dense than anything found or manufactured in our galaxy. This element is designed to cause an accelerated reaction inside a star. Once that reaction reaches critical mass, the star will go nova. The Void Wraith used just such a bomb to wipe out our home world, and a large portion of our fleet. It crippled us, ensuring that we couldn’t mount an effective defense. Then their fleets began to pour through, attacking us everywhere at once. We were naked before the storm, unable to defend ourselves.”

      “They’re bringing it to Primo space,” Fizgig said. She was no longer purring. “If they detonate that in the Theras system, it will wipe out the bulk of the Primo navy.”

      “Then we need to stop that ship,” Nolan said.
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      “Damage report,” Khar croaked from his chair. He began another fit of coughing.

      Sparks flew from some terminals, while others had simply gone dark. Dryker felt relatively safe in the corner of the bridge—well, as safe as one could be on a critically-damaged ship. He looked at the ops station, and realized the comm officer was dead.

      Dryker leapt over the railing, moving as swiftly as he could to the Tigris panel. OFI officers had been required to learn Tigris during the war, so he had no trouble deciphering the data feed. It wasn’t good.

      “All three launch tubes have been destroyed,” Dryker called to Khar. “We’ve lost all decks C and below. Most of B deck is depressurized. Armor on the stern is non-existent. If we take another serious hit from anyone, we’re going to come apart.”

      “That leaves only one course of action,” Khar said, coughing. He held a paw to his side, but was failing to staunch the flow of blood. The few surviving bridge personnel looked around at at each other. They all knew what Khar was going to say. “Plot a course toward the largest human vessel. Accelerate to maximum velocity.”

      Khar leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. Dryker could see his chest rising in short, shallow breaths. The Tigris desperately needed a medic. Unfortunately, the ship’s schematics showed that the bridge was cut off. There was a large depressurized section between them and the few surviving areas. The four of them were on their own.

      “Course set, Mighty Khar,” called a white-furred Tigris, from the pilot’s chair. She strongly resembled Izzy—a littermate, most likely.

      The OFI carrier Adar loomed larger and larger on the view screen as they picked up speed. The carrier was currently engaged with another Tigris vessel, though it was clearly winning that exchange. That left it vulnerable, though. It was pinned in place by the first Tigris vessel’s harpoons, which meant it wouldn’t be able to dodge. If they could accelerate enough, they’d obliterate the carrier. With any luck, they’d be leaving the human fleet leaderless.

      “Void Wraith vessel de-cloaking off starboard,” the white-furred Tigris yelled. “Orders, Mighty Khar?”

      Khar didn’t respond. Nolan took a closer look, and realized that he could no longer see Khar’s chest rising and falling. Either he was dead, or he was close enough that it didn’t matter. Dryker looked around the bridge. None of the three remaining Tigris seemed willing to take charge.

      “Evasive maneuvers,” Dryker barked, infusing his voice with as much authority as possible. “Try to get some distance from the Void Wraith, but keep us aimed at that carrier. If we’re going down, we’re taking them with us.”

      “Aye, Mighty, uh, Dryker,” the white-furred pilot said. “The Void Wraith vessel is hailing us.”
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      “Primo, can you hail the Claw of Tigrana?” Nolan asked, studying the battle playing out on the holographic screen.

      “I can, but to maximize efficiency I’d recommend appointing a captain,” the VI said. “Otherwise, it is possible for conflicting orders to be received from multiple sources.”

      “Fizgig,” Nolan said, turning to face the Tigris commander. “You’ve followed me this far. Will you keep following me if I assume command of this vessel?”

      Hannan and Izzy tensed, both sensing the possible conflict for command. Nolan ignored them, staring hard at Fizgig. It was her opinion that mattered, after all. If she acquiesced he’d be in charge, if not…well things would get very interesting. There was a time just a few weeks back he’d have relinquished command to the venerable Tigris, but he was a different man now. He had a responsibility to see this through, and to keep his few remaining men alive.

      “You’ve proven capable,” Fizgig replied. She gave him an appraising look. “I will follow you into battle, as will Izzy.”

      “Lena?” Nolan asked, turning to face the scientist.

      “I’d be dead if not for you. You have earned my trust, Nolan,” Lena said, giving him what was probably meant to be a warm smile. It was more than a little creepy, with so many sharp teeth.

      “Hannan?” he asked, turning to face the petite Marine.

      “I told you when we first met,” Hannan said, shooting him a lopsided grin. “I’m tactics. You’re strategy. Captain suits you, sir.”

      “Primo,” Nolan said, facing the VI. “Register me as ship’s captain.”

      “Done,” Primo responded instantly. “What are your orders, sir?”

      “Hail the Claw,” Nolan commanded. He waited patiently for several seconds.

      The holographic display shifted. Half still showed the battle, but the other half now showed the bridge of the Claw. It was a mess. A haze of smoke covered everything, and most of the crew was either dead or unconscious. Only the pilot’s chair and the ops station were occupied. The Tigris in the captain’s chair wasn’t moving. Nolan recognized him immediately. It was Khar.

      “Nolan, is that you?” Dryker’s voice called. He stepped away from the ops station, and into the center of the view.

      “Yes, sir,” Nolan said, grinning. He couldn’t believe Dryker was alive. “Mission accomplished. We’ve seized control of the Void Wraith vessel.”

      “Sit rep?” Dryker asked. He looked pale and exhausted, but his face was etched with grim determination.

      “Dire,” Fizgig called, stepping up to join Nolan. “I see you’ve commandeered my ship.”

      “I’m sorry, Fizgig, but after Khar went down there was no one else,” Dryker said.

      “It’s understandable, especially with your own vessel destroyed. The Johnston was a fine ship,” Fizgig said, giving a respectful nod.

      “The very best,” Dryker agreed. He gave a sad smile. “She died well. We have a saying, one that dates back to the earliest human navies. ‘A ship is safe in harbor, but that’s not what a ship is made for.’ Johnston was a destroyer, and she went down swinging.”

      “Sir,” Nolan interrupted. “We don’t have a lot of time. That big vessel powering for the sun? It’s a bomb, and we believe it’s headed for Primo space.”

      “What do you plan to do about it?” Dryker asked. His bridge shook again, and a wave of sparks erupted from a nearby terminal.

      “We’re betting it’s headed for Theras Prime,” Nolan said. He glanced at the battle map, then back to Dryker. “It looks like you can circle wide, then make for the Helios Gate.”

      “You want me to retreat?” Dryker said. His expression turned sour. “I’m not even sure this ship can survive passage through a sun.”

      “We don’t have any other choice,” Nolan protested. “We need someone to warn the Primo, and you’re the only vessel that can make it through the Helios Gate in time. The rest of the Tigris are engaged and being overwhelmed. This fight will be over in minutes.”

      “There is another vessel that can do it,” Dryker shot back. “Yours.”

      “We’ve got a cloaking device, sir,” Nolan said. He took a deep breath, realizing in that instant that he wasn’t going to take orders, not from Dryker or anyone else. He knew what needed to be done. “I’m going to stop that bomb, or die trying. You’re going to warn the Primo in case we fail.”

      Dryker’s face was stony for a long moment, then he gave an affectionate smile. “You’re becoming a hell of a leader, son. We’ll do our best to reach the Helios Gate. Dryker out.”
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      “Captain, there is an event occurring you may wish to be apprised of,” the VI said, mildly.

      Nolan closed his eyes for a moment, and took a deep breath. He wasn’t sure how many more “events” he wanted to know about. “What is it, Primo?”

      “Two Harvester-class vessels have de-cloaked and are moving to intercept us,” Primo replied.

      “Cloak us,” Nolan shot back. “Now.”

      “They must have detected us when we de-cloaked to speak to Dryker,” Fizgig observed. She folded her arms, studying the holographic battle map.

      “Lena, we need a way to disable that bomb. What can you give me?” Nolan asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Lena said, her tail swishing. She looked at Primo. “Can you bring up a schematic?”

      “This is the approximate makeup,” Primo said, and a corner of the holographic wall showed a cutaway of the bomb. Data scrolled by next to it, a series of numbers and metrics that was gibberish to Nolan.

      Lena moved closer to study the schematics, so Nolan turned back to the battle. The Tigris were losing, badly. Only two of the human ships had been disabled, and three Void Wraith vessels were operational. At least the Claw had made it safely away. It had reached the safety of the sun’s corona, and disappeared.

      “I can’t see a way to stop the bomb,” Lena said, eyeing Nolan soberly. “This new element isn’t explosive on its own. It’s designed to work with a star’s core, and is basically inert until that point.”

      “We could attempt to destroy the thrusters,” Fizgig mused, studying the schematic with those unreadable eyes. “They’ll likely destroy us in the attempt, unless we do it ourselves by ramming the bomb.”

      “I doubt that would work,” Nolan said, sighing. “We might temporarily disable the engines, but the remaining vessels could tow the bomb into the sun. We need a more permanent way to stop it. Lena, what about the Helios Gate itself?”

      “That might work,” Lena said, blinking. “A Helios Gate can only sustain one wormhole at a time. If we open a connection to some other star, then the Void Wraith can’t take the bomb to Primo space. They’d have to let it detonate here, or in the star of our choosing.”

      “If we keep the connection open,” Izzy said, hesitantly joining the conversation. “Wouldn’t both stars go nova?”

      “I hadn’t considered that,” Lena said, smiling at Izzy. “You could be a scientist, sister. If we open and sustain the connection, then the reaction would spread to both stars. This system and the destination would go nova.”

      “They’ll try to stop us from keeping the connection open,” Fizgig said. Her tail swayed back and forth. “I’ve never done battle in a Helios Gate. It will be tricky. If our shields drop, we’ll be incinerated instantly.”

      “That will be true for the enemy as well,” Hannan said. Nolan had almost forgotten she was in the room. “We could set the connection, go through, and then ambush anyone who comes through and attempts to sever the connection.”

      “That’s workable,” Nolan said, nodding. “Lena, how long will this reaction take?”

      “I’m not sure.” She turned to the VI. “Primo, when the bomb detonated in the final war, how long did it take?”

      “Our measurements weren’t precise, but given the data from that explosion and from this bomb I’d postulate that twenty minutes would be sufficient for the reaction to begin,” the VI said. “Once the reaction begins, there is no way to stop it.”

      “So if we can keep the connection open for twenty minutes, then we win,” Nolan said, smiling for the first time in what felt like days.

      “There is a further consideration,” Fizgig said. “What about us? Both systems will be destroyed.”

      “If we’re fast, we might be able to outrun the nova,” Nolan said.

      “That still leaves us stranded,” Izzy pointed out. “If the Helios Gate is destroyed, we’ll have to use sub-light thrusters to reach another Gate. That could take years.”

      “Primo, locate two Helios Gates in close proximity. Ideally, within a light year of each other. Closer is better,” Nolan ordered.

      “Done,” Primo said. “The Hexonis system is within a quarter light year of Nerat Prime. The two stars’ proximity matches your criteria.”

      “Excellent. Set a course for the Helios Gate. When we get there we’ll open a connection to Hexonis,” Nolan said.
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      “We’re entering the core, Captain,” Primo’s pleasant voice said. “Total transition time: four minutes and fifty-two seconds.”

      Nolan folded his arms, watching the holographic display. The Void Wraith vessel was far more efficient than the Johnston, and had made the trek through the star in approximately one third of the time a human vessel could manage.

      “If it were me,” Nolan mused aloud. “I’d move the bomb surrounded by the fleet, just in case. That would mean doing it slowly, at the speed of the human vessels. I’d estimate fifteen minutes if that’s the case.”

      “I’d use the same strategy, were I in command of the enemy forces,” Fizgig agreed. “That would mean that we’ll need to hold the connection for five minutes after the enemy force reaches it.”

      “That also means that they’ll probably use the human vessels as bait,” Nolan said. The view screen showed a wall of super dense, super hot material. Then it faded to black as they entered the Helios Gate’s protective bubble. The golden sphere sat in the very center of the star, surrounded by an empty space larger than the earth. “If it were me, I’d send them in first to engage. Once we de-cloak to attack them, I’d send in the Void Wraith vessels to overwhelm us.”

      “So how do you plan to deal with that?” Hannan asked.

      “I’m not sure yet,” Nolan said, thinking furiously. He’d been considered an excellent tactician back in fleet academy, but they’d never trained their personnel to deal with unwinnable scenarios like this.

      “I have a suggestion,” Lena said. She started purring. “All we need to do is power the connection, and cross through. Once we’re on the far side we destroy the Helios Gate’s limiter.”

      “Clever,” Fizgig said, bowing to Lena. “You prove your intellectual superiority, holy one.”

      “Why is that clever?” Hannan asked, blinking at Nolan.

      “The limiter is how the Helios Gate turns on and off,” Nolan said, beginning to understand. “Without the limiter, they won’t be able to turn off the Gate. They’d have to repair the connection.”

      “Exactly,” Lena said, her tail rising slowly until it was over her head. It swished in a very satisfied way. “They could repair it, but if we’re standing by we can attack anyone who makes the attempt. All we have to do is take pot shots at their repair crew. If we can keep them busy for five minutes, we win.”

      “Perfect,” Nolan said. He was starting to think they might pull this off. “Primo, use the Helios Gate to establish a connection to Hexonis then move through.”

      The Helios Gate began to vibrate, and the harnessed singularity in the center flared white. On the other side they could see an identical Gate. Their vessel moved forward, entering the wormhole.
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      “Primo, target the limiter,” Nolan ordered. The view screen shifted to show a large sapphire triangle embedded in the Gate’s golden surface. “We want enough power to disable that limiter, but not enough to further damage the Gate.”

      “Acknowledged,” Primo said. The ship rumbled, then a ball of potent blue energy gathered between the wingtips. It was much less terrifying being in the ship firing one of those blue balls than it was being on the receiving end.

      The ball shot forward, shattering the limiter in a shower of brilliant light. Nolan held his breath as he waited for the Gate to blow up. He’d never heard of someone intentionally damaging a Gate. Not only was it against every galactic law in every culture, but doing so was damn near suicidal.

      “The connection is stable, and the limiter is offline,” Primo said.

      Cheers erupted around the bridge. Hannan and Izzy caught each other up in a heartfelt hug. Even Fizgig started purring softly. Nolan finally let out the breath he was holding.

      “Focus, people,” he said, ending the brief moment of jubilation. “Now we wait.”

      And wait they did. For several agonizing minutes they studied the connection.

      “Two minutes until critical reaction is reached,” Primo said, breaking the pregnant silence.

      “Here they come,” Hannan said, clutching her rifle to her chest.

      Four human vessels emerged through the wormhole, each moving to flank the opening. Two showed signs of battle damage, though nothing critical. Then another ship emerged, this one an OFI carrier. It took up a position near the Helios Gate.

      “Looks like they’re figuring out what we’ve done,” Nolan said. He considered what he knew of OFI protocol. “Primo, can you read the encryption protocol stored in my suit?”

      “Affirmative,” Primo confirmed. “How would you like me to employ it?”

      “See if you can pick up chatter from those vessels,” Nolan ordered.

      A moment later panicked voices echoed across the deck. “—looks like they’ve disabled the limiter. We’re scanning it now, but there’s no way we’re going to be able to repair it in time.”

      “We don’t have to repair it,” came a strong female voice. “All vessels prepare to attack. If we destroy this Gate it will break the connection to the Ghantan star. They’ll be able to open a new connection, and enact the masters’ plans.”

      “Primo, move into position behind the carrier,” Nolan ordered. Their perspective began to shift as the VI obeyed. “Once we’re in position, I want you to unload everything we have on the carrier. Aim for the junction between the two engines.”

      “Why there?” Fizgig asked.

      Nolan hesitated before answering. He knew a great deal about OFI vessels, but sharing that information with a rival race was risky. “I’m exploiting a design flaw, one I don’t believe your people ever found. There’s a conduit connecting the engines. That conduit runs back to the vessel’s fusion core. If we can blow up the engines, it will probably force the core to go critical.”

      “Won’t the resulting explosion take out the Gate?” Hannan asked.

      “The Gates are far more durable than that,” Lena supplied. “They’re designed to withstand the stresses of being at the heart of a star. Only a concentrated assault on the outer ring will actually destroy one.”

      “We’re in position, Captain. Shall I fire?” Primo asked.

      “Do it,” Nolan ordered.

      They shimmered into view, the ball of blue energy already forming between their wing tips. Two seconds later, they fired. The ball of crackling blue energy shot into the rear of the carrier. At first there was no reaction beyond both engines going dark. Then a pillar of flame shot out of the carrier’s aft side. One pillar became two, then ten. The vessel detonated, and a wave of fire and debris washed over them.

      The Harvester was knocked backwards, and Nolan toppled to the deck. “All power to the shield.”

      If the shield dropped, nothing would save them. Nolan shot back to his feet, glancing around at the walls. The fact that they were still alive meant that the shield had held. The same couldn’t be said for the human vessels. The carrier’s detonation had hit them with the same wave of force and debris, before any of them could prepare for the blast. Three of the four had lost their shields, instantly blossoming into balls of fire. That added to the explosion, which took out the fourth vessel.

      A second wave of flame washed over the Harvester, but this one was weaker. They barely felt it.

      “We did it,” Hannan said, laughing.

      “How long until the reaction is complete?” Nolan asked.

      “Twelve seconds,” Primo said.

      “Get us the hell out of here,” Nolan said, leaning against the wall. The adrenaline was already starting to fade. Damn, but he needed a nap.

      “Acknowledged,” Primo said. Their vessel began accelerating away from the Helios Gate, and into the star.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            74

          

          

      

    

    







            Edwards

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannan couldn’t believe it. They’d done it. Not only lived, but found a way to stop the Void Wraith. The victory had been costly, but it was victory nonetheless.

      “Captain, I have a piece of business you may wish to be aware of,” the virtual intelligence said. It unnerved her, but she suppressed her distaste. The thing had saved their lives, after all.

      “What is it?” Nolan said, looking up from where he sat slumped against the wall. He looked like death warmed over.

      “The Judicators assigned to internal maintenance have located a surviving biological unit,” Primo explained. “That unit is in critical condition, and scans indicate that its body cannot be saved.”

      “Edwards,” Hannan said.

      Nolan met her gaze, and she read the pain there. It mirrored her own.

      “What shall I do with this biological entity?” Primo asked.

      “What do you mean?” Nolan said. He rose from the floor, and approached the black platform.

      “The entity can be recycled. We can remove his consciousness, merging it with a cybernetic body.

      “You’re talking about turning Edwards into a Judicator,” Nolan said. He looked back at Hannan. “What do you think?”

      She wasn’t sure how to answer. What would Edwards want? She didn’t know. He’d want to live, but as a robot? That was a steep cost.

      She looked at the VI. “What are the odds of survival if you don’t make him into a Judicator?”

      “Twelve percent,” the VI replied immediately. “If he does survive, he will be completely paralyzed.”

      “Shit,” Hannan said. She looked at Nolan, considering. “I’d say we do it. Edwards would want to keep fighting.”

      “All right,” Nolan said, exhaling. Hannan could see the exhaustion, but the captain’s expression was resolved.

      “VI, you can place his body into any Judicator?” Nolan asked.

      “Affirmative, Captain,” the VI confirmed.

      Nolan smiled grimly. “Do it, then. Have him made into an Alpha Judicator, and when that’s done have him report to us.”

      “Acknowledged,” Primo said.

      “How long until we reach the next Helios Gate?” Nolan asked.

      “Eighty four days, using your calendar,” the VI answered.

      Hannan sighed. That was a long time to wait. Who knew what the Void Wraith would do in that time? They’d stopped them at Ghantan, but she had a terrifying certainty that this was only the beginning.

      The real war was still to come.
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      Dryker came awake by degrees. There was a horrible klaxon in the distance, much higher pitched than the Johnston’s. The Claw’s bridge reeked of ozone, and the only illumination came from the occasional shower of sparks bursting from damaged terminals.

      He tried to move, but his body was impossibly heavy, his head impossibly light. He was suffering from oxygen deprivation. The Claw’s life support must have been damaged during the transit through Theras Prime’s G-class star.

      Dryker gave a weak laugh that became a cough. He fished the Johnston’s data core from his pocket, clutching it in his fist. They’d made it through the gate, and if Dryker succeeded then Theras was safe. That meant the Primo would find this vessel, and the data core clutched in his lifeless hand.

      They were a curious, patient species. They’d dissect every byte of data, seeing everything he and his ship had seen in recent days. They’d know about the Void Wraith, assuming whoever found them didn’t already work for the bastards.

      His head swam as he forced himself into a sitting position. If he was going to die, it wasn’t going to be face first on the deck. He’d die proud, sitting at attention since he couldn’t stand.

      A bright light came on in the periphery of his vision. He turned his head slowly, staring uncomprehendingly as the light approached. A tall, thin figure ducked onto the bridge. It was a blurry purple blob, and it was getting closer.

      Dryker recoiled, but there was nowhere to go. He waited as the blob approached, finally stopping next to him. It crouched, and he tensed, expecting it to pounce. His breathing quickened, but there just wasn’t enough oxygen.

      “Breathe,” came an emotionless voice. Something settled over his mouth, and he sucked in deep lungfuls of blessedly clean air. His vision cleared a little, and he realized that the figure next to him was a purple-skinned Primo.

      It studied him with those unreadable eyes, and long moments passed before it finally spoke again. “You have suffered no permanent damage. Can you understand me?”

      “Kh-khar?” Dryker asked, moving the mask long enough to speak.

      “I do not know that name. If you are concerned about the Tigris there are several survivors on the bridge,” the Primo said, cocking its head as it continued to study him.

      Dryker grabbed the railing behind him and pulled himself to his feet. His balance was terrible, but the railing held him up. He turned to face the captain’s chair. Another Primo stood next to it, a mask fixed to Khar’s face. His chest rose and fell in shallow breaths. Khar was alive.

      “Why have you come to Theras? You trespass on Primo space,” the Primo asked him, voice still emotionless.

      “The Void Wraith are coming. We have to evacuate,” Dryker said. His throat burned, and he swallowed to relieve the pain. He checked his chronometer. It had been hours since they’d come through. “It should have already gone nova. Nolan must have succeeded.”

      “You seem coherent,” the Primo said, something like emotion finally touching its voice. It seemed skeptical. “We will have you and the survivors brought aboard the First Light. This vessel can be towed back to Theras Prime. Rest now. We will investigate this matter upon our arrival.”

      Dryker closed his eyes, but he didn’t go to sleep. He had to plan. They’d reached Primo space, and Dryker had apparently succeeded. They’d stopped the Void Wraith fleet, and their bomb.

      But the Void Wraith still had spies. Was this Primo working for the Void Wraith? Or one of its companions? Dryker couldn’t be sure, and until he could it meant trusting no one. He slid the data core back in his pocket, still clutching it when the blackness overtook him.
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      “Fall back to the choke point,” Nolan bellowed, diving into cover behind the blue bulkhead. Plasma fire echoed up the corridor he’d come from, splashing against the edge of the doorway with a hot hiss.

      Hannan was already moving, her retreating form disappearing up the stairs and into the room they’d chosen to make their stand in. Nolan staggered back to his feet, pounding up the stairs after her. He risked a glance behind him, catching sight of two Judicators stepping through the doorway.

      Nolan redoubled his pace, leaping up the stairs three at a time until he crested the landing. The room ahead was full of alien equipment, but otherwise looked empty. That drew a half smile. If this was going to work, the enemy had to believe they had him and his squad on the run. Nolan went into a slide, rolling behind a robotic assembly arm. He sucked in greedy lungfuls of air, wiping sweat from his eyes.

      “Contact,” Hannan yelled from across the room. She was crouched behind a stack of crates containing parts for constructing Judicators. The soft lights set in the ceiling glinted off her bare scalp, painting her features with a determined brush.

      Nolan gripped his plasma rifle in both hands, taking aim at the top of the stairwell. Just in time. Three Judicators prowled into the room, their plasma rifles sweeping slowly back and forth as they sought targets. He resisted the urge to give the order to fire. Not yet.

      Two more Judicators joined the first three, and all five began fanning out across the room. Nolan paused one moment longer. Should he wait to see if they could draw more into the trap? No, that was too risky. They needed to deal with them now, even if they didn’t catch them all.

      “Now!” Nolan barked.

      He leaned out of cover, just far enough to begin firing. The plasma rifle vibrated, and a ball of shimmering blue plasma shot from the muzzle. The weapon was quite unlike standard UFC weaponry. There was no kick, and no magazine to swap out. It had a battery capable of generating dozens of shots before it needed to be recharged or replaced.

      Nolan’s shot took the lead Judicator in the face, picking it up and hurling it back down the stairs. It tumbled out of sight with a thunderous crash, but the others were already firing. Nolan ducked hastily behind cover, conscious of the robotic assembly heating up from repeated plasma shots.

      Then Hannan burst from cover. She fired two quick bursts, each downing one of the Judicators. The remaining two tried to take aim at her, but she was already behind cover again. Nolan smiled grimly, lining up a shot on the first one. He squeezed the trigger, and his shot caught the Judicator in the midsection. It went down, leaving only one target.

      “Clever,” a voice whispered from above.

      Nolan jerked erect, trying to bring up the barrel of his rifle. He was conscious of something falling toward him, and caught sight of golden fur as Fizgig knocked him to the deck. His rifle skittered away across the floor, and Nolan reached immediately for his sidearm. The plasma pistols were less powerful, but still nasty in close quarters.

      “Don’t,” Fizgig said, placing a humming plasma blade against his throat. The blade extended from a blue metal bracelet wrapped around her wrist.

      “I yield,” Nolan said, uttering the ritual Tigris words with a sigh.

      “Your confidence—” Fizgig began.

      A volley of plasma came from the far side of the room as a twelve-foot-tall machine lurched into view. The Alpha Judicator let out burst after burst of plasma. The first caught Fizgig in the chest, hurling her off him and into the robotic assembly. The second caught Izzy, who was peeking over the stairs. The third took out the last of the Judicators.

      “—is well placed, apparently. Nice work, Edwards,” Nolan said, rolling to his feet with grin. He walked over to Fizgig, offering her a hand. Her fur stood on end, like she’d put her tail in a light socket.

      Edwards lumbered closer, the massive Alpha stepping daintily between crates.

      “Your confidence,” Fizgig said again, as if he hadn’t spoken, “borders on arrogance. I am disappointed, Nolan.” Her tail swished back and forth, expressing her agitation.

      “We won,” Nolan said, resting the barrel of his rifle against his shoulder. “Isn’t that what counts?”

      “Did you?” Fizgig said, a low growl coming from deep in her chest. It was damned unnerving, and Nolan had to resist taking a step backward. “You led a single enemy squad into a trap, and while you successfully executed the trap, you sacrificed your life to do it. If this was war—a real war—what would your troops do now? You are dead. Would Hannan take over? Is she capable of leading your forces?”

      “I’m just a squad leader, not a captain,” Hannan said, rolling her shoulder experimentally as she approached. “Damn, that shot I took from Izzy earlier really stings.”

      Izzy had crept back up the landing, though she looked more than a little worse for wear. Her white fur had puffed out from the plasma shot, and she looked more comical than lethal. Nolan tried not to laugh. Despite Fizgig dressing him down, he was proud of his victory.

      “Maybe you’re right, but this was just a scenario. Not a real battle. In a real battle I shouldn’t be commanding a squad anyway. That’s Hannan’s turf,” Nolan protested, meeting Fizgig’s feline gaze.

      “There you are wrong,” Fizgig said, showing an ample supply of fangs. “A commander commands. It does not matter if she is commanding infantry, or a starship. You must be adaptable, and you cannot sacrifice yourself for short-term goals.”

      “I haven’t been trained for that,” Nolan said, sighing. “We’re not Tigris, Fizgig. I’m not a bad shot, but I’ll never be able to fight like Hannan.”

      “Never?” Fizgig asked, her gaze smoldering. She took a pace closer to Nolan. “You are intelligent, determined, and a fast learner. You can learn to fight. You must learn to fight. Do you know why we so easily overcame humanity during the Eight-Year War, Nolan?”

      “Because you had superior technology,” Nolan replied immediately. It was the line often given by UFC command.

      “No,” Fizgig snapped. “We won because we adapted. We won because we are willing to learn new technology.” She ignited the plasma blade on her wrist, raising it to show Nolan. “I had never even seen one of these until a few days ago, yet already I am proficient in its use. Why have you not picked one up?”

      Nolan was silent for a long moment. Her words struck him like a physical blow. “You’re right. Clearly I’m operating from the conventions I was trained under. I’m limiting myself.”

      “I’m glad you can see reason,” Fizgig said. Her tail stopped swishing, and she smiled.

      “We have—” Nolan checked his chronometer; his resolve firmed. “—eighty-one days before we reach a Helios Gate. Starting today, I want you to train me for an hour a day with one of those plasma blades. We’ll spend another two hours drilling squad tactics, like today. Afternoons will be tactical theory.”

      “What of me, Captain?” Lena said, creeping cautiously over the stairs. “I’d like to be included in this combat training, yet I must also have time for my studies. We possess both the Primo VI and the one commandeered from the Void Wraith.”

      “Your top priority should be data parsing those,” Nolan said, using his forearm to wipe sweat from his forehead. “It would be good to get you combat experience, but the things you discover could determine whether or not we win this war with the Void Wraith. They’ve got a three-month head start on us. I need you to balance that.”

      “Yes, mighty Nolan,” she said, nodding deferentially. It was new, at least from her. The haughtiness was still there, but it was tempered by respect now.

      The next few months were going to be hellish, and Nolan knew it. Not the training—that, he looked forward to—but the wondering. What were the Void Wraith up to?
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      The last three months had been hellish. Dryker gripped the curved railing, peering out the First Light’s transparent dome. The Primo carrier provided a gorgeous view: an ever-growing fleet of massive warships orbiting a beautiful blue world. It was also mind-numbingly boring, because he’d seen the same view for the past eighty-one days, ever since they’d been rescued by the Primo.

      “Another three carriers arrived during the night,” Khar growled, joining him at the railing. The Tigris was back in fighting form, though he had several new scars from their last encounter with the Void Wraith. The most notable was a twelve-inch patch of white fur across his chest. Khar’s tail lashed back and forth, and his eyes narrowed as he stared out at the fleet. His mane added to his height, and he towered over Dryker.

      “I’ll have Juliard catalogue them,” Dryker said, listlessly. Juliard’s arm had healed, and she’d thrown herself into data management. That meant reviewing both the data core he’d taken from the Johnston just before she’d blown up, and everything they’d learned during their months with the Primo. The latter was, regrettably, scarce. The Primo were tight-lipped, and Dryker still had little idea what was happening between the Tigris and humanity.

      “I do not understand how gathering such data will be useful,” Khar rumbled, resting his elbows on the railing as he studied the Primo home world. “If the Primo continue to imprison us, how will we tell anyone? How will we stop the war that has erupted between our peoples?”

      Dryker clenched a fist, turning away from the Primo fleet. “We won’t. But what else can we do? They’re not going to release us until they’re ready, and knowing the Primo we could die of old age first.”

      Cloth swished as Celendra, the Primo commander, approached. She was shorter than the imposing escorts that flanked her, though still taller than Dryker. Celendra walked with the odd reverse gait of her people—Primo legs bent in the opposite direction from a human’s. Her skin was the color of seafoam, and her eyes were pools of deep red. She wore shimmering white garments, quite unlike most of the other Primo they’d met.

      She slowed as she approached, her lantern eyes fixed on Dryker.

      “You seem perturbed, Captain,” Celendra said in a monotone characteristic of her species. “What has upset you this time?”

      “This time?” Dryker said, suppressing the fire that bubbled up in his belly. “It’s the same problem, Celendra. You’ve kept us here as ‘guests’ while our respective races go to war. Human and Tigris are wiping each other out, and Khar and I might be able to stop that if you’d let us return. You’ve seen the evidence I’m carrying.”

      “You lesser races are so impatient,” Celendra said, shaking her head sadly. She leaned on her staff, staring through the dome at the Primo fleet. “The last of us will arrive soon. We are so few now. Once they are here, we will begin the conclave. Your evidence will be central to our decision, and we need you here to deliver that. That must take precedence.”

      “What of our people?” Khar growled, his feline eyes narrowing to slits. “Do you care nothing for them? The war with the Void Wraith affects us all, and my people burn while you sit here in orbit doing nothing.”

      “Take care with your accusations, Tigris,” Celendra said, somehow conveying menace with her flat tone. “As I’ve told you both repeatedly, we are not ‘doing nothing.’ It takes time to gather a conclave. If you are truly correct about the Void Wraith controlling the leadership of both your peoples, then the situation must be approached carefully. Our only advantage is surprise, and if we reveal our knowledge too soon our enemies will counter any moves we make.”

      “We may have already revealed that knowledge,” Dryker countered. He took a step closer to the Primo, staring up fixedly at the taller alien. The Primo’s skin glistened under the soft light. “I’ve warned you that your own race has likely been infiltrated as well. I even brought the first piece of proof. How else do you explain the attack on your own library by Primo forces?”

      “I have no explanation as of yet, and it is possible we’ve been infiltrated,” Celendra answered. Her words were clipped, and if Dryker hadn’t known better he’d have said the Primo was furious.

      “If your forces have been infiltrated, then the Void Wraith know about this conclave. You’ve got to realize that,” Dryker said, trying one last time to appeal to the Primo’s reason. “The Claw of Tigrana has been prepared. Let Khar and me go back to our people. We can try to stop this war. You have to know, the more allies we can gather, the better the chance we’ll survive this.”

      “The conclave is nearly ready,” Celendra said. She leaned closer to Dryker. “I have endured your tantrums, and humored your constant questions. I have been tolerant. That ends today. Do not ask me for your release again, or it may never come.”

      “Fine, don’t release us. But at least move the conclave. Or do it over Quantum,” Dryker pleaded, gesturing at the fleet orbiting the planet. “Can’t you see that gathering your forces in one location is dangerous?”

      Celendra didn’t reply. She spun on her heel, stalking away. Dryker and Khar looked at each other, and all Dryker could do was sigh.
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      Delta had grown used to being ignored. It was an odd adjustment, because one didn’t typically ignore combat-hardened officers—especially ones as tall and heavily muscled as he was. Add in his cybernetic arms, and he was generally the most threatening thing in any room.

      Yet neither of the two people seated at the Sparhawk’s mess table seemed aware of his existence. Both were fixed on the holoprojector built into the center of the table. It projected a clean, high-definition image of their most illustrious ally, Admiral Mendez.

      “Why have you contacted me, Reid?” Mendez leaned forward, spearing the pale-skinned doctor with his gaze. He puffed from a cigar burned down to one stubby end, a bit of ash tumbling from the tip.

      “The Eye has arrived,” Reid said, his pockmarked face splitting into a truly ghastly grin. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      The admiral was silent, staring hard at Reid.

      Delta glanced at the other figure at the table, Kathryn Mendez. Her curly hair had been gathered into a severe ponytail, and her face was an emotionless mask. Such a change from when he’d first encountered her and Nolan. Delta leaned back against the wall, folding his metal arms together, and faded comfortably into the background.

      The motion drew the admiral’s attention. The older man sized Delta up in a single glance, then looked back to Reid. “I know what it means. I know that you stand higher than me, but I also know that my role is pivotal. I started the war between the humans and the Tigris, and it’s my work that’s causing that war to be so costly to both sides.”

      The words were defensive, and Reid’s smile broadened. Delta had seen similar exchanges. Each time the admiral lost ground. Delta didn’t know what the battle signified, or what they worked for. At least he’d pieced out that it was a what and not a who.

      “Of course, Admiral,” Reid said, wearing his smugness like a scarf. “I wasn’t intending to disparage your excellent work, just reminding you that my own work is far more important. I will be journeying to meet the Eye, and I’ll likely return with new orders. In the meantime, do you have any word about Nolan’s return?”

      “None,” Mendez said, setting the remains of his cigar in a purple ashtray. The hologram was intricate enough to show a tiny streamer of smoke still rising from the ashes. “We’re fairly certain he survived the explosion, but that’s all. Kathryn, have any of the drops you’ve set up been triggered?”

      The admiral’s hologram turned to Kathryn, who straightened under the attention. She licked her lips before speaking. “No. I’m fairly certain he’d contact me if he was able to, which suggests he hasn’t reached a Gate yet. Depending on where he ended up, it could be years before he reaches one.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Mendez said, steepling his fingers. “He’s proven entirely too disruptive. If he resurfaces, dealing with him should be our top priority.”

      Delta noted the shift in language. Before, the admiral would have said will be our top priority.

      “If he resurfaces, I do not want him killed,” Reid commanded. He brushed his stringy hair from his face, adjusting his glasses. “He would make an excellent host, and having him support our version of events would add fuel to the fire between the Tigris and the humans. Nolan must be implanted.”

      Delta shuddered. He loathed the chip in his brain, the one that controlled his actions and had even stripped his name from him. But at least it hadn’t rewritten his DNA the way the larvae had Reid’s, Kathryn’s, and even the admiral’s. Delta had no idea what the creatures did, but Reid looked a damned sight worse than he had when he and Delta had first met. Delta had a feeling the larvae weren’t too good for the long-term health of the host.

      “I don’t like it,” the admiral said, scowling. “He should be eliminated, ideally from both range and stealth. Nolan is smart, and he’s entirely too resourceful. If we have the shot, we should take it.”

      “Leave Nolan to me,” Reid said, giving another skeletal grin. “Or rather, leave him to your daughter. We have the perfect bait, Mendez, and I will use it.”
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      Nolan ducked low, touching the deck with his knee. Fizgig’s plasma blade hummed through the space his neck had just occupied, and for a split second she was overextended. He jabbed upwards with his own plasma blade, the wrist-mounted weapon humming as it plunged into Fizgig’s belly. Elation surged through him. Three months of hard work was paying off.

      The elation was short-lived. Fizgig recovered, one furred paw grabbing his wrist, while the other rammed her plasma blade into his forehead. A familiar shock shot through his entire body, and he collapsed limply to the deck, twitching like a fish. His muscles refused to obey him, and blinding pain jetted down the right side of his body.

      “Jeezzus,” Nolan slurred, panting in quick little breaths. He shook his head to clear it, then clawed back to his feet, blinking away spots as the odd sensation faded. He was sweating profusely now. “I can’t imagine these weapons at full strength.”

      It was hard to believe the lowest setting could be so powerful, but it did make them ideal for training. As Fizgig had pointed out early in their sparring, the shock taught students to fear the blade without making it lethal. Add to that the fact that they could be run continuously for several days without recharging, and when not in use could be worn decoratively, and you had a near-perfect weapon.

      Almost as if to punctuate his final thought, Fizgig lifted her blade; it winked out, leaving nothing but a blue metallic ring around her wrist. It was covered in tiny golden circuitry, somehow managing to be both beautiful and intimidating. “They are indeed impressive,” she said.

      “And perfect for ramming into my face, apparently,” Nolan said, rubbing his forehead. He extinguished his own blade. “At least I landed a blow that time.”

      “Yes,” Fizgig replied, blinking. Her irises narrowed to slits. “I must admit I’m impressed with your progress. You’ve become competent at hand-to-hand, though you still have much to learn. Give me another year, and your name will strike fear amongst your enemies. As it is, you are no longer a danger to yourself. Now you must become a danger to others.”

      “Thanks,” Nolan said, sardonically. He moved to the side of the makeshift sparring ring, picking up the piece of greasy fabric he’d been using as a towel. The Void Wraith ship was incredibly powerful, but it hadn’t been designed with human comfort in mind. They’d had to improvise almost everything they needed to survive. “Shall we head up to the bridge for the strategy meeting?”

      “I will meet you there,” Fizgig said, licking the fur on her palm and using it to bathe the patch of white fur under her chin. “I’d like to finish grooming first.”

      Nolan nodded, turning from Fizgig and making his way toward the bridge. In the months they’d been here, he’d come to know their stolen harvester-class ship well, though it still felt like there were an infinite number of things to learn. He passed through the Judicator assembly room, which had thankfully gone silent when he’d ordered Ship to turn it off.

      That left them with those Judicators who’d survived their taking of the harvester, a little over two dozen robotic minions. Unlike Edwards, they seemed completely emotionless. Each responded to commands, but they seemed incapable of independent thought beyond following the orders they’d been given.

      Nolan trotted up the last stairwell, pleased to note that he wasn’t winded from either the sparring match or the trek here. He was in much better physical shape now. They all were. Fizgig had been right, as usual.

      Most of the others were already there when he arrived. Hannan lounged against the bridge’s far wall, chatting quietly with Izzy. Oddly, the two had struck up quite a friendship during their journey. Or maybe not so oddly. They were both soldiers fighting on the front lines of the same war, after all.

      Edwards hunched in a corner, not too far from them. His robotic blue face swiveled to face Nolan, those lantern eyes sizing him up. “Good morning, Commander. Uh, I mean Captain.”

      The voice was one hundred percent Edwards, which never failed to make Nolan smile. It was so odd hearing a plain-talking Marine’s voice coming out of that massive robotic machine. The Alpha Judicators were a walking arsenal. A wall of blue death. Having Edwards inhabit one was going to be a wonderful ace in the hole when they reentered the war.

      “Morning, Edwards. What’s the good word?” Nolan asked. He’d picked up the greeting from Edwards.

      “The word is home,” Edwards said, straightening. Nolan could hear the smile in his voice. “Ship says that we’re going to reach the Helios Gate today.”

      “About time,” Hannan said, speaking up. She and Izzy were both looking at Nolan. “How’d the sparring go?”

      “Fizgig disemboweled him. Again,” Izzy said, waving a paw in Nolan’s direction. She gave a fanged smile. “Better you than I. I’ve no wish to tangle with Fizgig. She terrifies me.”

      “Actually, this time I disemboweled her,” Nolan said, aware that he’d let a little pride leak into his tone.

      “Seriously?” Hannan asked. Izzy just gaped at him.

      “I still lost the fight,” Nolan explained, grinning. “But I managed to plant my blade in her gut. I’d be dead, but she’d be bleeding out, too. I’d call that a tie.”

      “That’s a first,” Hannan said, giving a low whistle. “Outside of Mills, I was the best hand-to-hand fighter in the squad, and I’m not sure I could take her.”

      “Let’s hope we never have to find out which of us would win,” Fizgig said, striding onto the bridge. She gave Hannan a respectful nod.

      Lena followed closely after. Both Tigris had golden fur, and strongly resembled Earth’s lions. Lena carried herself differently, though. She was more prim, more reserved. She also lacked Fizgig’s jet-black armor, instead wearing the same simple white garments she’d had on when Nolan had met her.

      “Captain,” Lena said, giving a regal nod. She sank gracefully into one of the angular metal chairs they’d created in the machine shop.

      “Morning, everyone,” Nolan said, taking in the lot of them. He’d grown more comfortable with command over the last few months. It had become routine, though of course he hadn’t really been tested since the last battle with the Void Wraith. “Today is a big day. We’re going through the Helios Gate, and we’re finally going to find out what’s been happening since we left.”

      “Are you finally ready to share your plans?” Fizgig asked. She slowly folded her arms, her tail swishing gently behind her.

      “I am,” Nolan said, nodding. “We’re going to stop by a human mining station, Coronas 6. I know the overseer, and I think he’ll loan us a quantum transmitter. That will allow us to tap into the Quantum Network, so we can start catching up on everything we’ve missed.”
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      Nolan watched in awe as the harvester dove into the sun’s corona. Their speed slowed, despite the tremendous gravity pulling them closer to the star. The vessel’s inductive field sprang up around them, a ripple of faint blue energy that faded to invisibility after it formed. It was far more efficient than the human equivalent, using the star’s own magnetic fields to sustain itself. The stronger they grew, the stronger the shield became.

      They dove lower, and the holomap became an undulating mass of reds, whites, and blues. “Ship, raise the temperature band we’re monitoring.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Ship said, cheerfully. Nolan thought of the Primo VI that way—as though “Ship” were its proper name—now that it had merged with the Harvester. They all did. After all, they couldn’t keep calling it “Primo Virtual Intelligence” every time they spoke to or about it.

      Of course, they probably couldn’t go on just calling it “Ship” either. But they had more important things to worry about.

      The hologram shifted, showing the sun’s interior—a soup of charged particles so dense they distorted magnetic fields like a cat playing with yarn.

      “Seeing the inside of a star makes me uneasy,” Lena said, seizing her tail in both hands. Her eyes were wide, reflecting the light of the hologram.

      “Doesn’t bother me,” Nolan shrugged. “I have to admit, I take Helios travel for granted. We’ve had it since I was a kid.”

      Lena shot him a look that made it clear he’d insulted her. “We’ve had it for generations, Captain,” she said. “I may only be an anthropologist, but all scientists learn multiple disciplines. Helios travel is one of mine, so I understand the implausibility of what we are doing. We’re displacing the densest matter in the universe, using equations so complex that everything I understand about science tells me this should be impossible. Did you know that it can take light over a hundred thousand years to escape the core of a star?”

      “Captain,” Ship interrupted, its voice hesitant. “I’ve discovered something troubling. Something I hadn’t noticed when we dove through the Gate in the Ghantan system.”

      “Go on,” Nolan said, trying to be encouraging. He wasn’t sure how human this thing was, but it acted as if it had emotions, so he tried to treat it like crew.

      “This vessel can interface with the Helios Gate in ways unlike what was possible in my time,” Ship said. “My preliminary scans of the Johnston’s inductive control module suggest your race does not have these interface capabilities either.”

      “Capabilities to do what?” Edwards asked, slapping the wall of the ship with one of his gigantic hands. “Spit it out, already.”

      “This vessel can issue a command to the Gate—a command that would cause the Gate to transform into a vessel, and give it travel instructions to another Gate,” Ship said. “The language used is clearly Primo, yet this technology was unknown to my people. That is troubling. It suggests the possibility that something existed earlier, and that whatever came earlier created the Gates.”

      “An even earlier empire?” Lena said, blinking. She rose gracefully to her feet. “Ship, I’m heading to my quarters. Compile all information about these commands, and begin making a list of…” Her voice faded as she strode off the bridge.

      “All right, everyone,” Nolan said, smiling after Lena. “It’s time to rejoin civilization. Real showers and hot meals, here we come.”
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      “Hail them,” Nolan ordered, watching the holographic display of the Coronas mining station.

      It floated by itself, a tiny dot near a dense patch of asteroids clustered in an area the size of a moon. Little drones zipped to and from the station, their bright torches flaring as they carved hunks of ore from the asteroids.

      “You have a live connection, Captain,” Ship said, in its friendly monotone. They really needed to give it a name.

      “Unidentified vessel, please state your intention,” came a reedy voice. Evidently their request for a video connection had been denied.

      “Hello, Bock,” Nolan said. “It’s been a while since I last saved your ass.”

      There was a long silence. Nolan knew Bock was remembering the attack on his mining station, an attack Nolan had helped fend off, back before his exile to the 14th.

      “Nolan?” Bock’s voice finally said. The fear was still there, but there was a little excitement in it, too.

      “That’s right. Listen, my crew and I have been on a long trip,” Nolan explained. He talked fast, knowing if he didn’t there was a chance Bock would cut the connection. “We’re just reentering the data stream. To do that I have to ask you a favor. I need to borrow a quantum transmitter. I know that’s a big ask, but we can—”

      “That transmitter is Coronas property. I can’t give it up,” Bock said.

      “You realize we could simply take it, do you not, worm?” Fizgig growled from beside Nolan. “Listen, tiny human. I will squeeze the breath out of you myself, and devour your corpse whole. If—”

      “Fizgig,” Nolan snapped. The Tigris glared at him, her tail lashing back and forth. After a long, tense moment she averted her gaze. Nolan turned back to the comm. “I’m sorry about that, Bock. I should have mentioned that some of my friends are Tigris.”

      “Are you crazy?” Bock shrieked. “You have to leave. Right now. I can’t have you anywhere near this station.”

      “Captain,” Ship said. “The connection has been severed.”

      “Board them,” Fizgig said, stalking up to Nolan. “We can take what we need. They cannot stop us.”

      “No, they can’t,” Nolan said, taking a half step toward Fizgig. They were inches apart now, but he forced himself to meet her gaze. She’d never respect him otherwise. “That isn’t how we do things. These are my people, Fizgig, and I’m not going to steal their only method of communicating with the outside world. Not without their permission.”

      “Then what do you plan to do?” she growled. Her hackles stood on end now. Not a good sign.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Nolan saw Hannan wrap her hand around the grip of her sidearm. He could tell from her stance that she was ready to take Fizgig down if needed.

      “We’re going to board their ship, pay them for the supplies we buy, and use their transmitter. We don’t need to steal it. We can spend a few hours gathering the data we need, then leave the system. We’ll find another transmitter,” Nolan said. He leaned in even closer, close enough to smell Fizgig’s fetid breath. “No one dies. No one is even harmed. Not without cause. We need these people’s goodwill, Fizgig. And we have a larger problem.”

      “What problem?” Fizgig asked. Her tone softened, and her tail slowed.

      “You heard the way Bock reacted to us having Tigris on board,” Nolan said. “He sounded terrified. Something has changed since we left, and I want to know what it is. We need him to cooperate, and you terrifying him isn’t going to make that happen.”

      Fizgig was silent. Then she gave a single nod. “Apologies, Captain Nolan. I have overstepped my place. I am used to bearing the burden of command. This subservience…I am ill-suited to it. I will remain on the ship with Izzy and Lena.”

      “Apology accepted. Ship, dock with the station. Hannan, you’re with me. The rest of you, stay put,” Nolan ordered.
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      Hannan followed Nolan to the airlock, using the time to consider as they made their way through the ship. She liked the direction Nolan was going. He was less reticent about command, and seemed to have found his confidence. That confidence had been lacking when he’d been assigned to the Johnston, though that was true for most officers in the 14th. Everyone knew it was a death sentence for your career.

      “What can we expect inside, sir?” Hannan asked. Nolan didn’t demand the honorific, but she made sure to always use it. It set a good example, one that Edwards followed. Nolan was in charge, and Hannan wanted to make sure the cats saw that. Especially Fizgig, who had a real problem remembering she wasn’t their leader.

      “A warm welcome, I’m hoping. They don’t have much in the way of firearms—and, besides, these people owe me,” Nolan said, striding up to the airlock door. He tapped the red button, turning to face her as it went green. “Bock is a bit of a weasel, but he’ll work with us as long as we don’t take or damage Coronas property.”

      Hannan relaxed a hair, but only a hair. The captain wasn’t expecting trouble, but it was her job to expect it. She watched as the airlock door slid open, then she followed the captain inside. She kept her hand close enough to grab her sidearm if necessary, but not so close the station personnel would find it threatening.

      The door slid closed behind them, and there was a brief hiss. Then the door leading into the station slid open. A crowd of people milled about outside the airlock, and some were trying to press inside. Most had their hands full, with everything from soy cakes to a bottle of wine with a bow tied around it. Hannan’s weapon was in her hand and snapped into a firing position before she could even think.

      “Stand back!” she barked in her best parade voice.

      The people nearest the door tried to fall back, but those behind them continued to push. Hannan glanced at Nolan, but before she could receive instructions a shrill whistle killed the cacophony.

      “Every one of you grease-swilling mongrels, listen up,” a female voice boomed through the station. “Commander Nolan’s got business with Bock, not the likes of you. Give the man some room. He ain’t here for a goddamned party.”

      The crowd immediately began to disperse, most of the people retreating to other airlock doors. Hannan holstered her sidearm, but she stepped protectively ahead of Nolan, scanning for threats. The only potential target was the woman who’d spoken. She stood at the top of a wide stairwell that ascended toward what appeared to be an office.

      The woman wore stained grey overalls, and had a pump-action shotgun absently propped over one shoulder. She stared impassively down at Hannan, meeting her gaze without flinching.

      “Annie, it is damned good to see you,” Nolan said, trotting up the stairs to meet her. He took the woman’s hand, giving her a huge smile.

      Hannan trotted after the commander, sizing Annie up as she approached. Her voice screamed NCO, but Hannan didn’t peg her for a Marine.

      “You served?” Hannan asked, nodding at Annie.

      “11th infantry,” the woman said, releasing Nolan’s hand and offering hers to Hannan.

      Hannan took it.

      “Marine?” Annie asked. “Don’t often see you types out of uniform.”

      “We’ve been through it,” Hannan said, giving Annie a smile. She found herself liking the woman.

      “Annie, this is Sergeant Hannan. She’s kept my ass alive for the last few months, not an easy task,” Nolan said, half-turning toward the office at the top of the stairs.

      “Last I checked you were on a little speck of a vessel. The Sparhawk? With that lady you were making eyes at. Kathryn, right?” Annie said.

      “We’ve got a lot to catch up on, but not much time to do it,” Nolan said, looking uncomfortable.

      Nolan hadn’t spoken much about his past, but Hannan knew the stories. Kathryn must be Commander Mendez, the admiral’s daughter. “I need to talk to Bock.”

      “He’s up there in his office. I stood guard to make sure he didn’t try running off,” Annie said, giving a grin. Her teeth were stained from tobacco. “Head on in. He’s expecting you. I’ll keep your friend here company.”

      “You want me to wait here, sir?” Hannan asked, raising an eyebrow. Since he’d started training with Fizgig, Nolan was far more capable of taking care of himself. She still didn’t like the idea of him being alone with an unknown, but he called the shots.

      “Do that,” Nolan nodded. He shook Annie’s hand. “We’ll catch up soon.”

      Then Nolan trotted up the stairs and into the office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Bock and Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan ducked into the tiny office, a wash of memories flowing over him. Last time he’d come here it had been with Kathryn. They’d led a last-ditch defense against Delta, a cybernetically enhanced UFC soldier working for Admiral Chu. They’d won that fight, but the victory had been short-lived.

      He dropped into the seat across from a weaselly-looking man he had never expected to see again. Bock’s eyes darted about, like those of a panicked animal looking for a direction to flee.

      “Hello, Bock,” Nolan said. He rested his elbows on the narrow desk, fixing the administrator with his best officer’s gaze. “You have information I need. You also have a quantum transmitter, and I need access to it.”

      Then Nolan leaned back, waiting. He knew this would be a negotiation; the more he gave, the harder the price Bock would demand. So he let the silence stretch, waiting for Bock to respond.

      “All right,” Bock said, licking his lips. His eyes were wide, but a hint of greed now lit them. “What do I get out of this?”

      “That’s a good question,” Nolan said. “It really depends on what I get. You saw my ship. You know you’re not in much of a bargaining position.”

      “Maybe not, but you’re an officer of the UFC,” Bock said. His eyes narrowed and he gave a predatory smile. “An officer who deserted in a time of war. An officer consorting with the enemy. One Quantum call and I could inform the admiralty.”

      Nolan was silent for a long time, considering Bock’s words. They’d knocked him back a half step mentally. “Consorting with the enemy? What the hell does that mean?”

      “Are you serious?” Bock asked, his surprise genuine. He blinked several times. “We’re at war with the Tigris. They’re crushing us. Where the hell have you been?”

      Nolan took a deep breath, ignoring the question. The wheels began turning in his head, and when he realized what had likely happened he felt physically ill. Admiral Mendez was almost certainly behind this. He was a masterful strategist, and even though Nolan had blown up his fleet and his factory, the admiral had still managed to turn events to his advantage.

      “How and when did the war start?” Nolan asked, though he was fairly sure he already knew the answers.

      “Wow, you really have been out of it,” Bock said, cunningness suddenly shading his features. “Listen, I can catch you up, but I’m going to want a few things. How about you give me the specs for the ship you’re flying, and I’ll bring you up to speed? I’ll even let you use the transmitter, and you can have half off on docking fees.”

      “Bock,” Nolan said, leaning across the desk until he was staring directly into the administrator’s tiny little eyes. “You’re going to tell me all about this war, right now. Then you’re going to let me use the transmitter. If you’re right about me being AWOL, you realize what that makes me, right?”

      “A—a pirate?” Bock asked, eyes widening in realization.

      “Now, why don’t you tell me about this war?” Nolan said, sliding back into his seat. He stared fixedly at Bock, watching the administrator squirm.

      “Okay,” Bock said, sighing. “It started about three months ago. The Tigris claimed that we blew up one of their science vessels, and they sent a fleet to hunt down the ship that did it. A destroyer by the name of the Johnston, I think. Anyway, the Tigris fleet caught up to the Johnston at the same time as the 7th fleet. There was a big battle, and the 7th was wiped out. The Tigris claim we started the war, and started attacking our outlying systems.”

      “What about the Primo? Have they reacted to the war?” Nolan asked. The Primo actively discouraged large-scale warfare, and it had been their intervention that had brought the Eight-Year War to an early close.

      “They haven’t. In fact, no one has seen a Primo vessel in months,” Bock said, shrugging. “Not that anyone can figure out why the Primo do anything. They’re probably worshipping some nebula somewhere, praying to God knows what.”

      “How has the war progressed?” Nolan asked, straightening in the chair. He could feel his shoulders tensing, like they were preparing for a blow.

      “Not well,” Bock said, his face softening into something like pity. “We’re outclassed. There’ve been a couple victories, but we’ve lost the bulk of several fleets. If something doesn’t change, the Tigris will reach Earth in a few more months.”

      “Damn it,” Nolan muttered, clenching a fist. It was as bad as he’d expected. Worse maybe. If humans and Tigris ground down their respective militaries, it would make it easier for the Void Wraith to sweep in and wipe out both races. It was brilliantly executed. “Bock, I need the Quantum Network. Right now.”

      If anyone knew the lay of the land, it would be Kathryn. He’d start there.
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      Delta’s eyes snapped open, but he remained lying down. He watched as Kathryn dropped lightly to the deck from the bunk above his. The bunks were set into the ship’s bulkhead, and were just wide enough for an adult to sleep on the neurofoam pads. It was comfortable, especially for a frigate this size. Four people could comfortably live aboard the Sparhawk, with most of the creature comforts afforded by a capital ship.

      “Reid, wake up,” Kathryn demanded. She leaned across the aisle, shaking the skinny doctor awake. Delta noticed the sour cast to her features when she touched the man. It was reassuring to know he wasn’t the only one who found Reid repulsive.

      “Stop touching me, woman,” Reid snapped, recoiling to the corner of his bunk. “I’m awake. What do you want?”

      “Nolan contacted me,” Kathryn said, holding up her comm. Her eyes were still murky from sleep, but her voice was clear. “He’s requested a meeting. As soon as possible.”

      “Fine,” Reid snapped, swinging his legs from the bunk. “Now go pilot the ship or something. I need room to get up.”

      Kathryn merely nodded, walking up the narrow corridor to the Sparhawk’s mess. Delta didn’t exactly pretend to be asleep; he just laid there listening as Reid got up. The doctor was out of breath by the time he got to his feet, and he wove unsteadily into the mess. A thick sheen of sweat covered his brow, and there was something off about the color of that sweat. Instead of clear, it was a murky green.

      Delta watched him carefully, considering. Reid’s health had been bad when they’d first met, but it was getting worse, and the process seemed to be accelerating. That prompted some interesting questions. He didn’t know what had been done to Reid—or to Kathryn, for that matter—but whatever it was seemed to have long-term ill effects.

      “Delta, get in here,” Reid called, half turning from the bench to start a cup of coffee.

      Delta didn’t reply, just rose soundlessly and headed into the mess. He sat at the very corner of the table, as far from Reid as he could get. Kathryn was seated similarly, at the opposite corner of the bench on the same side as Delta.

      “Tell me,” Reid demanded, looking hard at Kathryn.

      “Nolan read the messages I’ve been leaving him,” Kathryn explained, sliding her comm across the table to Reid. “That’s the answer he sent. He’s back, and he’d like a face-to-face.”

      “Excellent,” Reid said, delivering a truly ghastly smile. “Arrange the meeting.”

      “Should we alert my father?” Kathryn asked, raising an eyebrow. “Nolan is no fool, and if reports from the final battle are accurate he’s in possession of a Void Wraith vessel.”

      “I said arrange the meeting,” Reid said, eyes narrowing. The smile vanished. “Delta is more than capable of dealing with the situation. Even if he were not, we have the toys he’s been provided. Their enhancements make them more than a match for any crew Nolan might have surrounded himself with.”

      “Okay, I’ll arrange it,” Kathryn said. Her tone made it clear how she felt about it, and Delta privately agreed with her. Nolan was resourceful, and underestimating him wasn’t smart.
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      There was an awkward silence as Hannan watched Annie, and Annie watched Hannan. The rest of the crowd had dispersed, and Nolan had disappeared into the office with Administrator Bock. Hannan studied the dirty miner, impressed by what she saw. Soot covered Annie’s crow’s feet, and Hannan was positive there were callouses under those thick leather gloves. Annie worked for a living, that much was clear.

      Annie withdrew a rusty tin from her pocket, unscrewing the top and offering it to Hannan. It smelled of pungent tobacco, something Hannan had never gotten into. A lot of soldiers enjoyed it, but it was expensive and messy.

      “No, thanks,” she said, shaking her head. “I’d kill for a beer, though, if you guys have anywhere that sells one. Maybe we can persuade the captain to stop for one after he’s done.”

      “Captain?” Annie asked, withdrawing a pinch of tobacco and tucking it under her lip. “Last I checked Nolan was a commander. He didn’t even have his own vessel, much less whatever the hell that beast you arrived in is.”

      “Yeah, a lot’s changed since Nolan came on board the Johnston,” Hannan said, glancing up the stairs at the office door. She considered guarding her tongue, but Nolan clearly trusted Annie, and she wasn’t spilling state secrets or anything.

      “You folks were on the Johnston?” Annie said. She got real interested, her eyes fixing Hannan. “Now there’s a story I want to hear. The Johnston started the war with the Tigris, and the press ain’t been too free with the particulars of how that happened. All we know is the 7th was wiped out, and took a fleet of cats with ’em.”

      Hannan blinked. She stayed silent a moment, considering. What the hell had been happening while they were gone? Had Mills made it? Dryker would have gotten him out, if it was possible.

      The door at the top of the stairs opened, and Nolan strode down the stairs. His face was grim, his shoulders squared. That was a man carrying a whole load of new trouble, and given what Annie had just said, Hannan had a feeling she knew exactly what that trouble was.

      “Sir?” she asked as Nolan approached.

      “Bad news and worse news,” Nolan said, sighing. “We’ll discuss it on the ship. I hate to be rude, but we need to run, Annie. We’re three months behind, and it sounds like we’ve got a hell of a lot to catch up on.”

      “Nolan, you’ve got to level with me,” Annie said, folding her arms. “What the hell happened in the Ghantan system?”

      “You saved my ass,” Nolan said, giving Annie a wistful smile, “but I don’t have time to get into specifics. The short version? The war between humanity and the Tigris is a con job. The people who made my current ship are trying to wipe us all out, and they figure the best way to do it is by having us do it to ourselves.”

      Annie blinked, then looked at the airlock door leading back to their vessel.

      “Sir, you admit you owe me, right?” Annie said. “I did save your bacon.”

      “Of course,” Nolan said, nodding. “I won’t ever forget that, and if I’m in a position to help, I’ll do whatever I can. I owe you.”

      “Well I’m calling in that marker, sir,” Annie said. She tightened the grip on her shotgun, cocking it loudly. “I’m a soldier, and we got us a war on. Take me with you. I’m certain and a half that you’re gonna be in the thick of it, and that whatever battle you’re fighting is going to help decide the war.”

      Nolan was silent for a long moment, weighing Annie with that calculating gaze.

      “Sir,” Hannan said, clearing her throat. She leaned in to Nolan and lowered her voice. “We need the manpower, and it looks like she can handle herself.”

      Nolan met her gaze and nodded, then he turned to Annie. “All right, Annie, welcome aboard. We’ll leave the docking bay open, just dock and we’ll get the hell out of this system.”

      “Sure thing, sir,” Annie said, giving a tobacco-stained smile. “Just got to make a quick stop, and I’ll be right on over.”
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            Tibs

          

        

      

    

    
      Annie brushed empty cans and wrappers from the co-pilot’s chair, dropping her new acquisition into the seat. It wouldn’t do to show up empty-handed. Nolan had a new ship, and that meant she needed to bring a housewarming gift. She’d even paid for it, after a fashion.

      Annie smiled as she began flicking switches on the console. Her shuttle’s engine begrudgingly rumbled to life, sputtering periodically as it fought to maintain a more or less consistent power output. Bock had asked a pretty penny for the quantum transmitter. In the end she’d agreed to waive all the back payments he owed her. He’d said that wasn’t enough, so she’d thrown in the fact that she wouldn’t fill his face with buckshot. That had done the trick.

      She waited a precise thirty seconds for the engine to reach equilibrium before tapping the docking release. It fired off a command to the station, which obligingly released her shuttle. It was the first time she’d actually left Coronas 6 in over two years. During that time, she’d lived on this shuttle, and the idea of changing that was more than a little scary. Didn’t much matter, though. Fear wasn’t something you could control, not really. You could only control how you reacted to it.

      “This is Annie on the shuttle Tibs,” Annie said into the comm. “Nolan, that beast of yours got a name?”

      Annie guided her ponderous shuttle around the station, gaping openly when she got a good look at Nolan’s vessel. It was massive, easily on par with the largest battleships ever produced by humanity. She thought it might even be larger than a Tigris vessel. The sleek wings tapered to sharp tips, and looked perfect for ramming enemy vessels. She didn’t see any obvious weaponry, and wondered what kind of armament that thing packed.

      “Shuttle Tibs, this is the Void Wraith harvester,” a strange voice responded. It wasn’t exactly female—or male, either. It was…alien. “As of this time this vessel has not received an official designation. I am currently referred to as Ship.”

      “Okay, Ship,” Annie replied, guiding the Tibs in a wide arc that brought it below the harvester. “Looks to me like you’ve got a docking bay right there beneath the main section where the wings meet. That where you want me to go?”

      “Affirmative,” Ship replied. “There will be an escort waiting to meet you.”

      Annie watched the harvester get larger and larger, and blinked as she passed under the gigantic vessel. She’d been wrong. It would dwarf a Tigris ship. It might be as large as a Primo carrier, and so far as she knew that was the largest ship out there. Annie’s tiny shuttle disappeared into a wide docking bay, which appeared to be all but empty. There were no other shuttles, just a stack of crates against one wall.

      Annie landed the Tibs, which lurched to a halt atop the deck. She started flipping switches, shutting down the reactor and most of the secondary systems. They hadn’t been used in a while, and every last one of them was due for maintenance. The Tibs was at least seventy-five percent duct tape, and that meant it wasn’t wise to operate her any longer than was necessary.

      Once the vessel was shut down Annie picked up the quantum transmitter, tucking it under her arm as she left the cockpit. She threaded between the walls of junk filling most of the Tibs’s cargo hold, using her free hand to tap the docking ramp. It slid slowly down, a hiss of pressure washing over her as the atmosphere normalized with the larger ship’s.

      With a curse, Annie darted back a step, yanking her spare shotgun from the wall holster. Damn her for not thinking like a soldier. Her weapon was in the cockpit. A soldier never left her weapon behind.

      She leaned forward, aiming at the Tigris standing at the base of the ramp. The cat had long, snowy fur, dotted with black spots, but the cuddly part ended in sharp claws and long fangs.

      “You’re going to want to take a big step back from my shuttle, cat,” Annie said, taking a step to the lip of the ramp. She had the cat in her crosshairs, and if that thing moved it was going to die.

      “Okay,” the Tigris said, taking a very large step back. It—she—blinked rapidly. “Is that far enough? I do not understand human customs.”

      “Annie,” Hannan called from the doorway to the docking bay. She strode briskly toward the Tibs. “Put that gun down. You don’t need it.”

      The Marine stopped next to the Tigris, wrapping an arm around her furry shoulder. “This is Izzy. Izzy’s a good kitty.”

      “You know I hate it when you say that,” Izzy said, elbowing Hannan in the ribs.

      “Y’all got Tigris on your crew?” Annie said, raising her eyebrows. “This is going to be an interesting deployment.”
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            Lena's Discovery

          

        

      

    

    
      Lena turned on the acetylene torch she’d clamped to her makeshift table, setting the flask full of water on it to heat. She had no tea, of course, but she still completed the ritual. Teatime calmed her, even when it was just a mug of hot water. It was a practice she’d embraced since she was a kit, even before she’d gone to the Royal Academy to study Anthropology.

      Once the water was tended to, Lena smoothed her flowing white pants, and sat primly atop the stool Edwards had made for her. She appreciated the human’s desire to help, especially given his transformation. He was unfailingly respectful to her, always using the honorific ma’am. She didn’t know what it meant, but could tell from the respectful tone that it denoted an elder of some kind.

      “Ship, bring up the data file you flagged,” Lena ordered, warming her paws over the fire. The ship wasn’t precisely cold, but it was a few degrees cooler than she was used to. Tigris vessels ran hotter, and she liked it that way.

      A holographic file appeared, text hovering on one side and graphics on the other. This bit showed a strand of DNA, the double helix that humans, Primo, and Tigris all shared. This particular bit belonged to not just any Primo, but to the earliest Primo found in the ship’s data core. Lena scanned the text, eyes widening at the age. It was nearly forty thousand years old, older than the original empire she and Nolan had discovered back on Purito. Older by far.

      “Ship, the article doesn’t contrast this strand with a modern version. Can you sequence both sets of DNA, and give me a summary of the major differences?” Lena asked. She turned off the torch, blowing lightly across the flask as she waited for the water to cool.

      “Processing,” Ship said. The holographic representation disappeared, and Lena wrapped a paw experimentally around the flask. It was hot, but not too hot to pick up. She settled both paws around it, and raised it to her mouth for a tiny sip.

      A moment later, a new hologram sprang into view. This one had two DNA strands, each very similar. Below them was a bulleted list of differences, and Lena could only blink as she read the summary. The implications of this discovery could not be overstated.

      “Honored one?” came a quiet voice from the doorway. Lena looked up to see Izzy peering around the corner of the door. “It is time for the evening meal. Nolan sent me to fetch everyone.”

      “I’ll be there shortly,” Lena replied, waving absently at Izzy as she focused on the data.
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            Biscuits

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan pulled out one of the uncomfortable metal chairs, sitting next to Hannan. Fizgig and Izzy sat across from them, while Edwards had squeezed his metallic body into the corner of their makeshift mess. Everything from the chairs to the table had been fabricated recently, as the ship hadn’t been built to support human occupants. Thank God there was a machine shop.

      “That smells amazing,” he said, eyeing the pot of stew in the center of the table. High-rimmed metal plates sat in front of everyone, along with chromed glasses full of water.

      “Wait until you taste these,” Annie boomed, grinning as she approached the table. She wore a pair of oven mitts, and carried a tray of fist-sized biscuits. They smelled even better than the stew. “You don’t have much in the way of cooking equipment, but we can use the Tibs until we get something rigged.”

      Annie set the tray of biscuits near the center of the table. Izzy stretched out a paw to snatch one, but Fizgig batted her paw away and gave her the kind of condescending look only Fizgig could manage.

      “Where’s Lena?” Nolan asked, not seeing her anywhere in the mess.

      “She said she’d be here shortly, Mighty Nolan,” Izzy said, though her gaze never left the biscuits. “She seemed very excited. I believe she found something important in the Primo data core.”

      “Will she be offended if we start without her?” Nolan asked, looking to Fizgig.

      “She will not,” Fizgig said, giving a half smile. “She might not show up at all. That one is a true scientist, one of our best. It consumes her.”

      “Let’s dig in, then. Thank you for this, Annie. We’ve been surviving on protein paste for the past three months,” Nolan said, ladling a generous portion of stew onto his plate. He passed the ladle to Hannan, who served up her own portion, then passed the ladle to Izzy.

      “My pleasure. I love cooking,” Annie said, cramming a biscuit into her mouth. She spoke around mouthfuls. “I ain’t too civilized, but I can turn an old sock and some grease into a decent meal.”

      “Is that what they feed you infantry types? Old socks?” Edwards’s voice came from the far side of the room, startling all of them. The tone was playful, but his sheer size was still intimidating.

      “Jesus, is that thing alive?” Annie said, blinking. She picked up a second biscuit, absently chewing as she approached Edwards. “You some kind of robot? Doesn’t look like UFC tech, any more than this ship does.”

      “I’m a…what did Lena call me? A cybernetically enhanced life form,” Edwards said, offering Annie a massive blue hand. She grabbed his index finger and shook it.

      The exchange made Nolan smile. Edwards had kept his distance during the long voyage home, though the longer they were out here the more he seemed to be adjusting.

      “Captain,” Lena said, breezing into the room. She sat daintily on the corner of the bench next to Izzy, her feline eyes alight with excitement. “I’ve discovered something monumental, something I think may be very important.”

      Nolan finished his biscuit, then offered Lena his full attention. She’d come to him during the trip home with several monumental discoveries, none of which were relevant to their situation—or all that monumental, in his opinion.

      “What did you find?” he asked, scooping up something resembling a potato from the stew on his plate.

      “I found an account from a Primo scientist. He was a citizen of the empire you and I discovered back on Purito, one who did groundbreaking work on genetics. He believed that his race had been genetically modified, but his ideas were dismissed as wild conspiracy theories,” Lena said, leaning across the table. She licked her chops in a most alarming way, seemingly unaware of Hannan shrinking back from her. “He found markers indicative of tampering. He was certain of it. So he spent over forty years cataloguing Primo DNA, looking for blood stains, ancient sites, and anything else that might yield an intact genome. After many years he found it, a sample from a skeleton that was at least forty thousand years old.” Lena paused, perhaps for dramatic effect. “This sample lacked the genetic markers found in modern Primo. By comparing the samples, the researcher realized that someone had deliberately altered the Primo, and that the alteration occurred somewhere between fifty and sixty thousand years ago.”

      “What does that mean?” Edwards asked. His metallic face turned in their direction.

      “It means,” Lena continued, shooting Edwards an annoyed glance, “that someone bred the Primo, in the same way your species breeds dogs. Their markers encouraged specific traits—in this case, aggression and increased fertility.”

      “They were breeding soldiers,” Nolan said, making the connection instantly. “This is further evidence. Look how the Void Wraith function. They depopulate worlds, and convert those they harvest into Judicators. It would make sense that they want those Judicators as lethal as possible. Why not modify the species you’re abducting to have the traits you find most desirable?”

      “I believe you’re correct, but I think there’s a greater revelation here,” Lena said, positively beaming now. “If I’m correct, there are three distinct eras of Primo development. The one I am studying now isn’t the first, as I’d originally assumed. There’s an even earlier empire, probably the one that first encountered the Void Wraith. This reshapes tens of thousands of years of Primo history. Everything they believe about their origins is a lie. Their ancestors were space faring when mine were hunting monkans in the jungle.”

      “That’s fascinating, Holy One,” Fizgig allowed. She’d been using a claw to carefully spear chunks of meat from the stew, but was ignoring the rest of the food. “Yet, I am unsure why you consider this discovery so important.”

      “Because I don’t believe the Void Wraith are the real enemy. Their weapons and ships are clearly of Primo design,” Lena explained. “I believe that someone or something else showed up, turned the Primo’s own citizens and weapons against them, and then harvested them into a massive army. When they were finished, they modified the remaining Primo to have their desired traits. Then they left.”

      “So you think these are literal harvests,” Nolan said, understanding. “The Void Wraith, or whoever made the Void Wraith, pop by every so-many-thousands of years to build another army.”

      “If that’s the case, that’s terrifying,” Hannan said. “What the hell do you use an army that size for?”

      “Lena, is it possible that this first group of Primo might have left behind a library? Some source of knowledge we can tap into to learn more?” Nolan asked. “If the war really is cyclic, we need to know as much as possible about it. If they’re the ones who first encountered the Void Wraith, then they have the best chance of knowing what really happened.”

      “Very possible,” Lena said, nodding. “Now that I know what to look for, I believe I might be able to learn more. We could do that at any of the oldest Primo libraries. One of their researchers could point us in the right direction. In the meantime, I’ll study the early mythology in the current data core. It’s possible there’s more there. Myths and legends often hold a bit of literal truth.”
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            Dryker

          

        

      

    

    
      Dryker shifted uncomfortably in his brand-new uniform. It fit perfectly, but it felt stiff and confining after spending the last few months in the flowing Primo garments they’d been provided. He had no idea where they’d gotten the uniform, either. Did the Primo just happen to have captain’s bars on hand? It didn’t really matter, he guessed.

      “Are you ready, Dryker?” Khar boomed, flexing his claws as he approached. The Tigris had been given a full set of black war armor, and now carried a gleaming silver spear. The weapon was an ancestral favorite for the Tigris, used to kill fleeing prey. Fleeing humans, the last time Dryker had seen one used.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Dryker said, turning from the mirror and exiting the lavish quarters.

      Juliard was already waiting in the hall, her face buried in her comm. The fact that they couldn’t reach the Quantum Network didn’t seem to phase her. She had a seemingly endless number of games, and was playing one of them now. She stopped at his approach, sliding her comm into her pocket.

      “Sir,” she said, nodding.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Dryker said, walking down the corridor and into the ship’s main chamber.

      The First Light’s central chamber was an invention unique to the Primo. Human and Tigris vessels were both compact. They had only enough room for their crew to function, and no space was wasted. Even the most modern UFC ship used an economical design.

      The Primo had taken the opposite route. The central chamber was cavernous, with a ceiling that vaulted several hundred feet into the air. Globes of energy dotted the ceiling, making the blue metallic walls sparkle. In the center of the room was a huge, flat disk. The center of that disk was slightly raised, and appeared just large enough for a single person to stand on.

      The entire aft wall was transparent, a gigantic dome providing a spectacular view of space. Three golden thrones floated in the air near that dome, bobbing slowly up and down. Their occupants wore shimmering silver garments unlike anything Dryker had seen the others wear. Some sort of parade dress, probably. He recognized one of the three figures as Celendra, but the other two were unfamiliar.

      Both were male—one with deep purple skin, the other a pallid grey. Celendra floated between them, though Dryker had no idea if that signified anything. He still had very little understanding of how Primo politics worked, which made them damnably difficult to navigate.

      Below the chairs, several hundred Primo were gathered, more than he’d ever seen gathered in one place. Primo were powerful, but rare. They were secretive about their numbers, but he’d guess there couldn’t be more than a hundred thousand remaining. Their colonies had long been abandoned, and they’d retreated all the way to Theras Prime, the world the First Light was currently orbiting.

      “As the hosting navigator, I call this conclave to order. Endari of the Fist of Endari and Kayton of the Rising Star sit in witness,” Celendra’s clear voice echoed through the room as she gestured first at the grey-skinned Primo, and then the purple. Dryker realized the timing wasn’t a coincidence, as she was staring in his direction. She must have been waiting for him before starting. “I have called this conclave to discuss the threat posed by the Void Wraith, and to decide how our people can best respond.”

      “I have still seen no evidence that these Void Wraith even exist,” Endari said, eyeing Celendra sharply. His grey skin had a waxy look Dryker had seen on the oldest Primo aboard the First Light. “You’ve presented a primitive recording contributed by a lesser race. Surely you don’t believe that worthy of a conclave.”

      Soft gasps whispered through the ranks of the Primo, and Celendra’s eyes narrowed. Her voice was frosty when she spoke. “Do not mock me, Endari. I have irrefutable proof that the Void Wraith exist, and that proof has been made available to you. In addition, I offer testimony from eyewitnesses.”

      Dryker knew a cue when he saw one. He strode forward, walking onto the large, empty disk. All eyes were on him as he mounted the steps up to the raised dais, clearly intended for a speaker to address the conclave.

      “The ‘testimony’ you offer comes from the same source as the recordings,” Endari protested. He gazed down at the conclave, finding support from more than a few Primo. “Are we to listen to the theories and ramblings of lesser races now?”

      “Let the human speak.” The purple-skinned figure—the one called Kayton—finally spoke, his voice deep and gravelly. “We can judge for ourselves whether this is worthy of a conclave. I, for one, find the presented evidence disturbing. We cannot know if this new race is, in fact, the Void Wraith. Yet their technology is clearly derived from our own, and must therefore be investigated.”

      “Very well, if you both wish it we will proceed with this foolishness,” Endari said, waving dismissively at Celendra. “Speak, human. Give us your limited understanding of galactic events.”

      “The Void Wraith are real, but I don’t expect you to believe that,” Dryker said, turning slowly atop the dais. He looked from Primo to Primo, a sea of emotionless faces. Tough crowd. “The data core I provided to Celendra contains something that should concern you far more: it shows an attack on one of your libraries, an attack perpetrated by your own people. I asked her to wait until today to show you that data, because it proves that at least some of your people are working with the Void Wraith.”

      “Lies,” Endari barked. “Our people would never attack a library, not for any reason. Libraries are sacred. If one were attacked, it could only be by lesser races, and we would easily repel them.”

      “See for yourself,” Celendra said, coldly.

      She gestured, and the entire dome displayed a holographic image. It was a familiar scene, one that evoked painful memories. Three Primo carriers launching fighters to fire on the Johnston, then the Johnston speeding away toward the star. Behind them, more fighters attacked the Primo library. Plasma beams scored its pristine surface, and the damage worsened as the Johnston retreated. Then the library exploded in a wave of intense white light. The dome went translucent again.

      “Why have you waited until now to show us this?” Kayton asked. He leaned toward Celendra, almost threateningly.

      “Because of what it means,” Celendra said. “Dryker is right. We have been infiltrated by the Void Wraith. It is possible that some of the people in this room are actively working to destroy our race.”
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            Shipwarming Present

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan circled warily, prowling the edge of the dueling circle as Fizgig did the same just a few feet away. The pair watched each other, each waiting for a weakness.

      “Hey, Nolan, if you’re through getting your ass kicked I brought you a present,” Annie said, drawing Nolan’s gaze.

      It was a fatal error. In the split second Nolan’s gaze was averted, Fizgig darted forward and rammed her plasma blade into his chest. His muscles spasmed in the by-now familiar pain of paralysis, and he flopped about for several agonizing seconds, clawing the deck as he waited for the pain to subside.

      “You let Annie’s arrival distract you. Such distractions are common in combat. They separate the warriors from the kits. Kits will chase whatever draws their attention,” Fizgig said, offering Nolan a paw. He accepted it and she effortlessly heaved him to his feet. “You must be more than that. You must be a predator, fixed on your prey. If your focus is greater, then you will be ready to take advantage of their lapse in attention.”

      Like all of Fizgig’s lessons, this one was practical and easy to understand. Nolan nodded, bending to pick up his towel as he walked over to the doorway. “Same time tomorrow?”

      “Of course,” Fizgig said, nodding. She leaned forward to lick her forearm, then glanced back at him. “You have impressed me, Nolan. You learn quickly. Pursue this with the same persistence you have pursued strategy, and you will become deadly.”

      Nolan gave her a grateful nod, then joined Annie in the hallway. She carried a large brown sack that bulged with a rectangular object. A trail of red and yellow wiring, long enough to brush the floor, hung from the bag.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Nolan asked, toweling sweat from his face.

      “Yep,” Annie said cheerfully. “I figure Bock will get by without one for a few days, and none of the miners care. Coronas will pay for a replacement. I can have it installed on the bridge whenever you like, but if you want something quick and dirty all it needs is power. There are conduits all over the ship.”

      “Okay, let’s get it installed then,” Nolan said, starting for the bridge. He was quiet as they walked, considering Annie’s actions. They were a little ruthless, but also pragmatic. They’d needed a quantum transmitter, so she’d acquired one.

      Underhanded, but the longer Nolan played this game the more he realized principles could get you killed. Principles were the reason Admiral Kelley had died in his sleep. Yet if one gave up one’s principles, what was left? It was a troubling line of thought.

      He trotted up the last set of stairs, striding onto the bridge. “Set it up on the far wall there; you can wire it to that access panel.”

      Nolan moved to the hastily-installed captain’s chair, sitting stiffly on the sharply angular metal. It wasn’t comfortable, but it beat standing for the entire shift. He watched as Annie worked quickly and efficiently. She had the access panel off and the wiring exposed within seconds. It didn’t take much more than a minute for her to connect the red and yellow wires to the pulsing blue lines that powered their ship.

      “The nice thing about these portable transmitters,” Annie said, closing the access panel, “is that they have limiters built in. It will automatically regulate the flow of power it draws from the ship.”

      “That’s it? You installed a quantum transmitter into an alien vessel, and all it took was two minutes of your time?” Nolan asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’m pretty good with this stuff, but it’s just not that hard,” she said, shrugging. She pressed the green button on the front of the transmitter and it hummed to life. “The network strength is really weak. You can’t check your messages in your bunk or anything, but at least we should be dialed in now.”

      Nolan got out his comm. It was already syncing, the tiny QN logo swirling across the screen. A moment later, his home screen began to populate, and he saw he’d missed several messages. He thumbed open the app, selecting a message.

      Kathryn had requested a meeting for the following day.

      “Annie, get the crew together. Looks like we’re taking a trip to Mulholland Station,” Nolan said, hitting the Reply button.
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            Mulholland Station

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan was more than a little jittery as he entered Mulholland Station’s food court. Hundreds of people flowed between tables, each carrying trays from one of the station’s eleven restaurants. They were all different flavors and cuts of the same basic soy protein served in backwaters like this, but after three months in dead space they smelled heavenly.

      “It’s so weird being around this many people,” he muttered under his breath, knowing Hannan would pick it up. She’d injected him with a sub-dermal transmitter just before they’d arrived. He couldn’t hear his team, but they would know everything he knew, as soon as he knew it.

      Nolan carried his tray to an empty table and sat down to wait. He glanced around him as he used the chopsticks to shovel noodles into his mouth as quickly as he could get them from the bowl to his face. God, he’d missed real food. As the noodles disappeared, his pace slowed, and he began to survey the crowd a little more carefully.

      The guards lurking on the fringes of the crowd carried stun batons, but no firearms. That made sense. The super-dense hull of a starship was designed to pass through a star. Small arms had no prayer of punching through them, no matter the caliber. But stations like Mulholland were built cheap, and since they were stationary the developers hadn’t given them more than a thin steel membrane. Bullets were a real hazard here, which was why station security was so strict.

      Nolan had no firearm, but he did have a plasma blade. He’d tucked the bracelet under the leather coat he’d borrowed from Annie. The coat was loose around the gut, but fit snugly around his arms and shoulders. The bracelet didn’t even make a bulge in the arm, and whatever scan the security guards had used hadn’t seemed to pick it up.

      “Nolan?” came a familiar voice from behind him. It cut through the din, drowning out everything else. He shifted in his seat to see Kathryn, just as she dropped into the chair across from him. She shot him a dazzling smile, but there was something…off about it. It didn’t quite reach her eyes. Stress maybe?

      Nolan wasn’t really sure how he felt about seeing her. They’d never been a couple, not officially, but things had been headed that direction right before he’d been exiled to the 14th. She’d been wrapped up in that, though he didn’t hold it against her. Admiral Mendez had likely strong-armed her just as he had Nolan. Either way, Kathryn had helped them a lot. It was only because of her that they’d even known about the Ghantan system.

      “It’s good to see you, Kathryn,” Nolan said, smiling back. He meant it. It was good to see her, even if he couldn’t stop looking over his shoulder.

      “I know we could go on for a while with small talk, but we can do that when we’re somewhere safer. Bring me up to speed,” she said, lowering her voice. “Where have you been, and what the hell happened out there?”

      Nolan considered the question for half a second before answering. Could he trust her? Could he trust anyone? Right now he needed her, and that made the decision for him. He’d trust her as far as necessary, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      “The war with the Tigris is the most massive coverup of all time,” he said, hunching over his noodles and leaning a little closer. “The Tigris were there to help us against the Void Wraith. We blew up a factory, and stopped a bomb we believe they intended for Theras Prime.”

      “Theras Prime?” she asked, cocking her head in surprise. The gesture was a little too practiced, a little too OFI.

      That gave Nolan pause, because he’d received the same training. Kathryn’s surprise was feigned. Did she already know about Theras Prime? If so, how had she known? Why hide it? Nolan thought quickly, not liking where his line of logic led. There’s only one reason Kathryn would lie, one way she could have known. She’d been compromised.

      How the hell was he going to disengage? If she was lying, had she brought friends? Or was he just being paranoid and misreading her emotions?
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      Kathryn stretched out a hand, resting it gently on Nolan’s for a moment. Then she leaned back, taking him in. He’d changed in the last few months, though it was difficult to put her finger on the how of it. He was more confident, certainly, but there was more to it than that. He moved differently.

      “Yeah, Theras Prime,” he said, after a pause. He busied himself with his noodles, scarfing them like a war refugee. Was he avoiding her gaze?

      “Okay, so you dealt with this bomb,” Kathryn said, picking her words carefully. He must not suspect the joining; her larva had been clear on that. “What happened after? Why have you been gone so long? And what ship are you on? The Johnston was presumed destroyed.”

      “One question at a time,” Nolan said, his face unreadable. He was more guarded than he’d been when they’d last worked together. That was also new, and problematic. Earnest Nolan was much easier to read. “The bomb destroyed the star, and we had to fly to another one. It took a few months to reach another star with a Helios Gate, and we’ve been out of contact that entire time. My turn. What happened to you? Have you officially gone rogue? I notice you’re still flying the Sparhawk.”

      “I’m officially AWOL,” she said, glancing around to make sure they weren’t being eavesdropped on. This part she’d been ready for. “Most of the admiralty has been infiltrated, I think. I couldn’t risk sticking around, so I grabbed Sparhawk and ran.” She took a sip of Nolan’s soda, giving him a playful smile.

      “And in the three months since?” Nolan asked, ignoring the theft. His expression remained impassive.

      “My turn,” she said, touching his hand again. “What ship are you on?”

      “One of the Void Wraith harvesters. We commandeered it during the battle,” Nolan said. He polished off the rest of his noodles, sighing as he set the bowl down. “Your turn. Catch me up on the last three months.”

      “I’ve been running from port to port. The war with the Tigris is heating up, so patrols along the fringes are next to nonexistent,” Kathryn explained. “The only fleet defending the periphery is the 14th, and they’re stretched pretty thin. I figured I’d be safe out here, and so far I’m right. My turn. What did you learn about the Void Wraith? Where do they come from?”

      The question was casual, but she felt the quivering around her spine. The larva was very interested in Nolan’s answer.

      Nolan was silent for a long moment. Too long. He knew. She must have done something to betray her true loyalties. That scared the hell out of her, because she knew what the larva would make her do. Perhaps they could finish the exchange. She’d get what information she could, and they’d part ways. The masters hadn’t demanded his death, and that part of her mind, the part grown by the larva, was silent.

      “They’ve been here a long time,” Nolan said. He glanced right, then left, and his tone was even lower when he continued, barely audible over the hum of the crowd. “The empire before the Primo dark ages wasn’t the first. My crew is investigating the empire before that. We believe it predated the Void Wraith, because the Primo DNA from that time wasn’t modified. Their DNA now? It’s got markers all over it. Someone or something engineered changes in the Primo. That something shaped the Primo into the Void Wraith, and I think we’re close to cracking who it might be.”

      Fire raced up Kathryn’s spine. It grew, spreading along her nervous system, flooding her limbs. She recognized the fire, of course. It was the larva connecting to its distant parent. It only did that when it needed to seek council about something, and in this case Kathryn knew exactly what it was doing—what question it was asking.

      “If we can get to a Primo library, I have someone on my crew who believes she can learn the origins of the Void Wraith,” Nolan said.

      The words had doomed him. Kathryn knew it instantly. She knew it before the fire receded, before the larva seized control of her nervous system. She could do nothing as her hand scythed out toward Nolan’s throat. She knew he was dead, because Nolan wasn’t a field agent. He’d never been trained to fight—only to think.

      Kathryn’s surprise was total when Nolan ducked to the right and batted her attack aside. He leapt backward, keeping the table between him. Even as the shock registered, she was vaulting the table, aiming a kick at his face. He snapped up a forearm, smoothly blocking the blow.

      “Take him alive,” Reid screamed from the crowd behind her. She was aware of Delta moving toward her, and realized she might actually need his help to subdue Nolan.
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      Nolan was shocked when his hand shot up of its own accord, knocking Kathryn’s blow aside. He was even more surprised when he fended off the next several blows, backpedaling to gain room. Kathryn was a trained OFI field agent, and had several years experience in hand-to-hand combat. Nolan had three months of Fizgig’s tutelage.

      Of course, Kathryn was nothing compared to Fizgig. Her speed wasn’t as blinding, and she wasn’t nearly as strong. She was, he realized, an opponent he might actually be evenly matched with. Especially if he used his plasma blade.

      Then Nolan saw Delta, Doctor Reid’s number one enforcer. Nolan and his crew had, he’d thought, rescued Delta during that long-ago attack on Coronas 6, and had turned him over to Admiral Mendez. Nolan realized several things in that instant. After he’d handed Delta to Mendez, Mendez had probably given him right back to Reid. Delta had been a prisoner in name only, and everything Nolan had thought he’d accomplished back on that station was a lie.

      Nolan also realized that Kathryn was working with Delta, which meant she was working with Reid. There was only one way that could have happened. His suspicions were right. She’d been compromised by the Void Wraith.

      Shit. Without a second thought Nolan turned and sprinted through the crowd, keeping as many people between himself and Delta as possible. He was aware of Kathryn pounding across the metal floor behind him, and he did his best to gain ground as he ducked past a startled family looking for a place to sit.

      “I hope we’ve got a quick escape plan,” Nolan panted into his comm. He knew Hannan and Annie were probably watching, but there wasn’t much they’d be able to do to intervene directly. Not without firearms. Station security was already moving to intercept—whether him, or his pursuers, was hard to tell.

      Nolan risked a glance over his shoulder, his bowels filling with ice water as he caught sight of Delta’s face just half a dozen paces back. The enormous black man sprinted through the crowd, people dodging out of his path as he gained on Nolan. Delta’s metallic arms had been painted a flat black, which somehow made them look even more lethal. Nolan vividly remembered being punched by one of those fists, and wasn’t eager to repeat the experience.

      He scanned the path ahead, looking for options. There weren’t any. Taking the escalator would slow him down enough for Delta to catch up, but he had to be on the lower level to get to the airlock. Nolan skidded to a halt next to the railing overlooking the promenade. The station had two floors, and it was about a twenty-foot drop from here to the next level.

      Nolan jumped, aware of Delta’s fingers brushing his arm as he fell out of sight.

      He rolled with the landing, just like Fizgig had showed him. A sharp pain shot through his right leg, but thankfully the adrenaline suppressed it. He rolled back to his feet and started sprinting for the far end of the station. Shoppers stopped to stare, but not at Nolan; they were looking behind him, and Nolan didn’t have to turn around to know why. He heard a large crack, and knew it was the sound of Delta’s heavy frame landing on the tile behind him.

      Ahead, he spotted Annie, who was holding the outer airlock door open. Nolan poured on the speed, ignoring the pain in every step. He sprinted fast and low, rapidly reducing the distance to the airlock.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Delta closing on the right. Nolan swerved left, dropping into a slide that carried him under a table. He flipped back to his feet on the other side, going right back into a sprint. Delta had still gained on him, and was just a few feet back and to the left.

      Nolan was positive he wasn’t going to make it, but less than ten feet from the door Hannan popped out of cover behind a fake potted palm tree. She held a four-foot steel tube, and Nolan didn’t want to know where she’d gotten it. Hannan wound up, swinging the tube with all her considerable strength. It caught Delta in the face, shattering his jaw and knocking him to the ground.

      “Let’s move,” Hannan said, dropping the pipe. She moved to Nolan, wrapping an arm around him. “Lean on me. You’re limping.”

      Nolan staggered the last few feet into the airlock, gasping pained breaths as Annie slammed the hatch behind them.
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      Dryker wished he had a sidearm, though it would have been useless—nothing more than a security blanket, but one he’d have accepted gratefully. He stared around at the sea of hostile Primo faces, though, thankfully, their hostility was largely directed at each other. Celendra’s words hung over them. They’d been infiltrated by the Void Wraith. It was a bitter pill to swallow, assuming they were willing to do that. He still remembered how he’d felt when he realized the admiralty was compromised.

      “This accusation is unprecedented,” Endari shouted, quieting the cacophony of the Primo down to a low murmur. “As such, it dramatically changes the importance of this conclave. If Celendra’s charges are true, clearly steps must be taken. If they are true.”

      “Yes, if,” Kayton said in a deep voice. His purple skin gleamed, and Dryker guessed he was the youngest of the Primo leaders. Kayton stared hard at Celendra. “Do you have any evidence beyond a simple holorecording? Any proof of wrongdoing, or a list of those you feel may be infected?”

      Celendra gave a pained look, then shook her head wordlessly.

      “So,” Endari said, drawing out the word. “You have no real evidence, then, just supposition. Supposition that will turn our race against itself, ensuring that ship battles ship, until we rejoin the cosmic dust that gave birth to us all.”

      “I understand that this is difficult to accept,” Celendra countered, looking to the gathered Primo for support. Dryker couldn’t read their faces very well, but he didn’t think she was finding that support. “And I know that, at least right now, all evidence is circumstantial. But hear my words before you cast judgement. We all know that our race rose from the ashes of some great cataclysm. Something so heinous that it cast us down into the dark ages, centuries where we lost culture, and civilization itself was nearly lost.

      “Is it really so great a stretch to assume that this cataclysm was caused by the Void Wraith? Or that they might, even now, be influencing some among our number? How else would you explain the attack on the library?” Celendra asked. There were murmurs of agreement now. “We can all see that the attack took place, and while we cannot identify the ships involved, they are Primo. How would you explain this attack?”

      A flash caught Dryker’s attention. It came from outside the transparent dome above them, and as he looked up he saw another flash. And another. The flashes were blue, the familiar blue of Void Wraith weaponry. Dozens of Void Wraith harvesters were de-cloaking, the V-shaped vessels delivering catastrophic damage to the unprepared Primo fleet.

      “We’re under attack,” Dryker boomed in his best drill sergeant voice. “The Void Wraith are tearing this fleet apart.”

      A human crowd would have panicked, probably scattering into a hundred different directions. The Primo were alien, and their reaction reflected it. They froze, each going silent and staring up at the three figures hovering above them.

      “We must return to our ships!” Kayton roared. “Quickly, or this battle is lost.”

      “This battle is already lost,” Celendra said, staring sadly up. “We must send out the word to retreat. Now, while something of our people still survives.”

      “Kayton is right,” Endari said, straightening on his throne. He peered down at the Primo. “We must return to our ships. Back to your shuttles, ready yourselves for battle.”

      Dryker turned to look at Khar, who shrugged helplessly. He could feel the frustration radiating off the cat, and shared it. The Primo were being overwhelmed, and they needed decisive leadership—leadership they clearly lacked.

      “Listen up!” Dryker shouted. Primo all around him froze again, turning to look at him. “If you return to your ships, you are dooming your people. Celendra is right. Our one chance is to send a broadcast to all vessels, right now. Tell them to flee for the Helios Gate. Do it now, or your entire race will be harvested by this time tomorrow. Theras is already gone. Look around you.”

      That had an effect. The Primo looked to their leaders. All three were staring at Dryker, but it was Kayton who spoke. “Very well. The human echoes Celendra, and it rings of sense. Broadcast a signal to all vessels. Tell them to flee. Celendra, my family begs your hospitality until we can return to our own vessel.”

      “Granted,” Celendra said, turning to Endari. “What of you? Will you stay and live, or extinguish the light of our people here and now?”

      Endari looked trapped, glancing down at his people, then back up to Celendra. “Very well, we shall see if your rash decision has merit. My family will stay as well. Order the fleet to withdraw.”

      Celendra waved a hand, and a blue holographic panel appeared before her. She tapped buttons with blinding speed, and a moment later many of the Primo vessels turned to the sun. The First Light began to accelerate, and the perspective of the battle changed.

      Dryker realized not every ship was heading for the sun. Roughly a third had stayed, and were helping the Void Wraith finish off Primo vessels too slow to reach the Helios Gate.
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      “It’s not broken,” Lena said, rolling Nolan’s ankle in a slow circle. It hurt, but not nearly as badly as he’d feared it would. “Stay off it as much as you can for a few days, and you’ll be fine.” She rose from her crouch, dusting off her hands on her clothing.

      “Thanks, Lena. I’ll do that as much as I can.” Nolan knew the words were mechanical, but his mind was still back on Mulholland Station. Kathryn was working with Delta. Maybe they’d implanted her with a control chip, or maybe they’d used something else. The cause didn’t really matter. What did was the fact that their one potential ally had been turned. Dryker was either dead or missing. It was a lot to take in.

      Hannan and Izzy filed into the makeshift conference room, sliding into seats next to Fizgig. Nolan waited for them to be seated before speaking. “I’m going to be brutally honest. Kathryn has clearly been converted, which leaves us without any safe human contacts. After what happened back there we have no allies.”

      “What did happen? You two were talking, and then she took a swing,” Hannan said, pulling out her plasma pistol and a rag.

      “Good question,” Nolan said, thinking back to the moments preceding the fight. “We were talking about Primo libraries, and about the first Primo empire. Then I mentioned the Void Wraith origins.”

      “Interesting,” Fizgig said, her tail swishing lazily. “That fact may be coincidence, but I do not think so.”

      “The Void Wraith appear to be trying to stop the dissemination of any information about the Primo’s past,” Lena said, her golden ears twitching.

      “I’d agree. The question is why. What don’t they want us finding out? You don’t go to these lengths to hide something, unless it coming to light would be catastrophic,” Nolan asked. “Lena, you’re our best hope of answering that question. Do you have any theories?”

      Lena stood and began pacing. She completed several circuits before speaking. “There must be something in the Primo archives that relates to the earlier incarnations of their empires, perhaps something about the genetic modifications the Void Wraith made. Something that would give us an advantage, or help us fight them.”

      “Perhaps…” Izzy said, softly. Her eyes widened when everyone looked at her.

      “Did you have a thought, sister?” Lena asked, placing an encouraging paw on Izzy’s shoulder.

      Izzy peered around, wide-eyed, then cleared her throat.

      “If we find out who the Void Wraith are, then we might learn about who made them. I don’t believe the Void Wraith are merely shock troops. I think they are also a way to protect the identity of their creators. They used them to subdue the Primo without ever revealing their identity, just as they’re doing now. Whoever made the Void Wraith is probably controlling both humans and Tigris, and they may fear that we might be able to break that control,” Izzy said, hesitantly. “Perhaps they fear us learning their true identity. If we can expose them, perhaps we can root out the infiltrators.”

      “It’s as good a theory as any. Izzy, see if you can help Lena puzzle some of this out,” Nolan said, rising from the conference table. “Now we just need to find a library and convince the Primo to let us dock. Whatever the answer is, it will be found there. Ship, plot a course to the closest library and get us underway.”
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      Delta spooned warm paste into his mouth, watching out of the corner of his eye as Reid and Kathryn argued. They tended to ignore him entirely during such outbursts, which were becoming increasingly more common as Reid’s health deteriorated. The fact that Nolan had escaped had seemed to unhinge the pasty man, and his gaze was wild and unsteady now.

      “The Eye is concerned,” Reid said, pointing shakily at Kathryn. “I know you feel it. You must. The burning, your whole body on fire. The Eye demands action.”

      “I feel it,” Kathryn said, her face drawn and pale. “But you can’t let it control you, Reid. Now, more than ever, we need our composure. We need to stop Nolan, and doing that is going to be more difficult than either of us anticipated. Before we go any further, we need to inform my father, so he can deploy vessels to help hunt Nolan down.”

      Kathryn didn’t wait for a response, instead activating the table’s holodisplay. It showed the standard Quantum connecting icon, then resolved into Admiral Mendez’s face. Despite the late hour, the bearded man was seated at his desk. Delta wondered if the admiral still slept, or if their parasites removed the need.

      “Kathryn? Do you have something to report?” Mendez asked. He glanced briefly at Reid, eyes widening.

      “Nolan escaped,” Kathryn said, straightening as if bracing for a blow. “He’s aboard a harvester, but seemed genuinely out of the loop. I think he’s sincere about just having returned.”

      “I’m not surprised. I warned you, Reid,” Mendez said, sighing.

      Reid ignored him, muttering into his hands and rocking back and forth.

      Mendez looked back to Kathryn. He reached into his desk drawer, removing a cigar. The remains of several sat in the usually pristine ashtray. “In a harvester, you say? That will make it impossible to track him. How much did he learn from the encounter?”

      “Too much,” Kathryn said, sighing. Delta eyed her, privately pleased at the situation. Nolan was a good soldier, trying his best to stop an unstoppable threat. Delta might not be able to help, but he could admire what the man was doing. “He’s stumbled onto information about the original Primo. He knows they existed, and that something converted them into the Void Wraith.”

      “Does he know anything about the Birthplace?” Mendez demanded, straightening. Kathryn clearly had his full attention now.

      “I don’t know,” Kathryn admitted. “We didn’t have him there long enough to find out. You can see the predicament we’re in. We have to find Nolan, but I don’t know how.”

      “Mmmm,” Mendez said, resting his chin on his fingers. “There’s nothing we can do to accurately track him, so we need an alternative plan. If he wants to learn about the Birthplace there’s only one place he can do that.”

      “A Primo library,” Kathryn said. She shifted uncomfortably. “How do we find out which one he’s going to go to?”

      “We don’t,” Mendez said, giving a grim smile. “We wipe them all out, as quickly as possible. As long as they exist, they’re a danger. The surviving Primo are in no condition to protect them, so we’ll never have a better opportunity. I’ll order harvesters to deal with as many libraries as possible.”

      “Doctor Reid, are you okay with that decision?” Kathryn asked, finally turning her attention back to the pasty doctor.

      Delta saw her shrink back from the man as he turned to face her.

      “The Eye has demanded my presence,” Reid said, in a small voice. He pushed his glasses up on his nose, peering at them through the grime. “We will go to meet it, while Mendez destroys these libraries. Leave none standing.”
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      Dryker stared out the window at the few Primo ships that had escaped the massacre at Theras Prime. There were only six, and two of those six were leaking a dangerous amount of blue plasma from huge gashes in their hulls. At least one was doomed, and the other might not be able to handle another passage through a star. They were in bad shape.

      “We could try to escape,” Khar rumbled. He moved to stand next to Dryker. “The Claw of Tigrana can fly. Juliard has assisted my warriors in repairing her over the last few months. She isn’t in perfect fighting shape, but we could reach Leonis Pride. Or perhaps your government.”

      “I doubt the Primo would let us get far if we tried to slip away,” Dryker said, stroking his beard as he considered. He’d let it go at some point in the last month, and it had begun to itch as it got longer. “Their ego is on the line. No, I think a different tack is in order. Juliard, you up for a little walk?”

      “Sir?” the blonde lieutenant asked, blinking up at him.

      “We’re going to crash the Primo council meeting,” Dryker said, smiling grimly. He strode to the doorway, pausing long enough to make sure both were following. He had no idea how the Primo would react, but presenting a united front was the best way to make sure they took him seriously.

      He plunged ahead, walking down wide corridors that wound toward the heart of the ship. They arrived at the same chamber where the conclave had taken place, but this time the meeting was much smaller. Maybe a dozen Primo stood watching, while the three principle players floated on the thrones above.

      Dryker wasn’t sure how their leadership worked, but he thought he was starting to puzzle it out. Each vessel had a navigator, and that navigator served as a spokesperson for the crew. They weren’t captains in the traditional sense, as they appeared to need the support of their crew. Perhaps it was an elected position. Regardless, the key to changing their decision lay in getting them to worry what their crews might think.

      “I believe we might find aid in the Elonias system,” Kayton was saying. “We might be able to link up with the other survivors, which would make us a considerable force—perhaps the largest remaining.”

      Dryker strode boldly into the room, walking onto the central dais. Everyone turned to look at him, and the purple-skinned Primo’s eyes narrowed. Dryker didn’t care.

      “You had your entire fleet at Theras. How did that work out for you?” Dryker said, gesturing at the dome above. The Primo looked up just in time to see a fresh jet of blue plasma leak from the side of one of the doomed vessels.

      “Have you come to mock us, or do you present a better plan, human?” Endari said, leaning forward to scowl down at Dryker.

      “Yes, I do have a better plan,” Dryker said, folding his arms and scowling back. “Make an alliance with the Tigris, and with humanity. Work together to stop the Void Wraith. If you try to do this on your own, you’re doomed. That’s exactly what the Void Wraith want: they want the scattered remnants of your fleet to gather in one place, because it will make it easy to wipe you out.”

      “Your species are at war,” Endari retorted, the words heavy with derision. “They cannot stop their own squabble. How will they help us?”

      “Are you blind?” Dryker snapped. He didn’t try to reign in his anger, instead using it to fuel his next words. “A third of your fleet worked with the Void Wraith. I’ve been telling you for months that they’ve infiltrated all of our races. The human-Tigris conflict is a product of their intervention. If you release Khar to go to his people, and me to go to mine, perhaps we can stop this conflict and get our races to work together.”

      Murmuring rustled through the assembled Primo. Dryker knew it was unlikely they’d listen, but it was all he had.

      “Mighty Primo,” Khar said, stepping up next to Dryker. His tail swished behind him, and his ears were as erect as Dryker had ever seen. “I would add the weight of my own words to my human friend’s. I say friend, because we are indeed friends—brothers in this fight against an enemy that would seek to reduce us all to unthinking slaves. My people need me. Dryker’s people need him. We must be allowed to help them overcome this threat, not just for our own sakes, but for yours. We can bring you allies in this fight, allies you desperately need.”

      “Releasing them runs the risk of exposing us,” Kayton said, though there was no heat to the words this time. He looked to Celendra. “What say you? This is your vessel, and they your guests.”

      “Are you mad?” Endari interrupted. His throne drifted closer to the others, and Dryker had to strain to hear his next words. “If we release them, we alert the Void Wraith agents among both the humans and the Tigris that our vessels survived. They must not be released.”

      “I am not mad, but I have been blind,” Celendra replied, her loud, clear voice echoing through the room. “Our fleet is in ruins, our people lost and divided. Before that happened, before we were attacked by the Void Wraith, did those we call lesser not tell us it would occur? Dryker is a great leader among his people, a canny warrior. Yet we did not heed his advice, and thousands of our people paid the price. For the first time in our history, our extinction has become a possibility.”

      “Then you’d have us release them?” Kayton said, raising a pensive hand to cup his own chin.

      “No,” Celendra said, looking down at Dryker with those unreadable red eyes. “I would have us place our forces under their command. The spies among the Primo expect us to think like Primo. If we are to have a chance at survival, we cannot be predictable. Allowing a human to craft our battle strategy is something they will never expect.”

      The room was completely still, the only movement Khar’s swishing tail.

      “You are Mighty Dryker,” Khar said, purring loudly. “Even the Primo recognize it.”

      The Primo were in an uproar, one that three leaders seemed unable to quell. Celendra called for order several times before the crowd finally subsided enough for her to speak.

      “As this is my vessel, I can give you power over the military decisions I make,” she said, then turned to the purple-skinned Primo. “Kayton, what say you? Will you give your own people into his charge as well, for the duration of the war?”

      “This is a hasty decision,” Kayton said, his eyes flaring brightly for a moment. “Yet it is one I suspect you ruminated on before the attack. How long have you been planning this?”

      “I’ve seen the need for different thinking for some time,” Celendra said. “The lesser races are more prolific than we. They advance much more quickly. They are bold, and inquisitive. We are neither. If we wish to survive, we need their help.”

      Dryker knew her words were anathema to most hearing them. The Primo prided themselves on being the oldest and best race. They were more intelligent and more advanced than anyone else, and hearing one of their leaders admit they needed the lesser races…well, that had to be a bitter pill to swallow.

      “You were right to do so,” Kayton said, straightening to his full height. He stared imperiously down at his people, then turned to Dryker and Khar. “Giving charge of my vessel to a human may be the height of folly, but I see little choice. Let us place our fate in the hands of the lesser races, and hope that they prove worthy of the trust.”

      “I will not be a party to this,” Endari hissed, his tiny mouth turning down into a steep frown. His throne began drifting lower. “My family and I will depart, and make our own way.”

      The hall fell silent as Endari rose shakily from his throne. A guard approached, offering Endari a walking staff. The grey-skinned Primo snatched it from the guard, waddling toward a corridor. His followers, nearly a fifth of the Primo in the room, departed. Their numbers had been small to begin with, and this reduced them further.

      “What would you have us do, Captain Dryker?” Celendra’s clear voice rang out again.

      “First, we’ve got to find a way to stop the war between humanity and the Tigris. Do you have access to our Quantum Network?” Dryker asked. The admiralty had long suspected the Primo could infiltrate their network, but had never confirmed it.

      “We do. I will have a device brought to your quarters. Have you further orders?” Celendra asked.

      “Send as many techs as you can spare to assist Khar. The Claw of Tigrana will need your help in restoring her,” Dryker said, nodding at Khar.

      “Done. We will see that he has all he needs,” Celendra said.

      Dryker smiled for the first time in a long while. He could finally communicate with the outside world, and that meant maybe—just maybe—he could get in contact with Nolan.
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      “Captain.” Ship’s pleasant voice interrupted Nolan, and he looked up from the tactical simulation he’d created on the holomap. It showed a group of harvesters engaging a human fleet. It wasn’t going well for the humans, but Nolan had seen at least a few tactics that might improve their odds.

      “What is it, Ship?” Nolan asked.

      “You asked to be notified if you received a priority message from a specific list of personages. You have just received a message from a Captain Dryker. It’s marked priority. Shall I read it to you?”

      “Yes,” Nolan said, rising from the simulation and hurrying from the room. If he wanted to reply he’d need to be on the bridge, near the transmitter.

      “Need to meet, soonest,” Ship cheerfully delivered. “All communications unsafe.”

      Nolan leapt to his feet. He broke into a full run, whooping as he ran through the hall. He sucked in a deep breath, yelling loud enough to carry. “Dryker made contact. All hands to the bridge.”

      He didn’t wait for the others to show up, dropping into a chair next to the blocky transmitter, whipping out his comm, and bringing up the message.

      Time and Place, he wrote. Then he hit Send.

      Less than three seconds later, his screen flickered, and a request for a video feed popped up. Nolan was doubly surprised. There should have been no way for Dryker to have responded to the message that quickly.

      Nolan pressed the video icon, and the screen showed a blue Primo face. It was dominated by flat, red eyes, which blinked slowly at him. “Commander Nolan?”

      “Yes,” Nolan said hesitantly. “That’s me. Where’s Dryker?”

      The Primo turned from the screen and called over his shoulder. “I have him on the line, Captain Dryker.”

      The view shifted, and Nolan found himself staring at Dryker. The old man wore a huge grin. “You survived. I wasn’t sure. Well done, Commander.”

      “It’s Captain now—well, acting Captain anyway,” Nolan said, smiling back.

      The others were making their way onto the bridge. Hannan and Edwards were the first to arrive.

      “Is that the captain—uh, I mean, Captain Dryker?” the cyborg said, settling into a crouch behind Nolan. His head still occasionally drew lines of sparks from the ceiling, but he was getting better at hunching as he walked.

      “What the hell is that?” Dryker asked.

      Nolan glanced up, and realized Dryker was looking at Edwards.

      “That’s Private Edwards, sir,” Nolan replied. “We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “Clearly we do. Let’s keep this short. We need to meet. Can you make best speed to the Enduria system?” It wasn’t really a question. Nolan heard the order, but for the first time he didn’t blindly obey. Nolan would do what Dryker asked, but because it was the right thing…not because he was following orders.  The distinction was subtle, but powerful.

      “We’ll do that,” Nolan replied, nodding. “See you in a few hours.”
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      “Captain, we are clearing the sun’s corona,” Ship said, rousing Nolan from his data pad.

      “Activate holographic display,” Nolan said, rising from the stiff metal chair. He stretched, watching as the space before the wall filled with color and light. It resolved into a star field, but Nolan noticed something missing immediately. “Ship, where is the Primo library?”

      “There is a debris field matching known Primo construction,” Ship supplied. The holographic display zoomed in, showing hunks of floating metal rotating slowly. “It is likely the library has been destroyed. However, I am picking up a number of vessels in system.”

      “Show me,” Nolan ordered.

      Hannan and Izzy strode onto the bridge, chatting in low tones. They quieted when they saw Nolan, and he ignored them. Annie filed in a moment later, still brushing her teeth.

      The holomap displayed a cluster of capital ships. Six Primo carriers, and one much smaller Tigris warship. “Ship, can you get me an ident on that Tigris vessel?”

      “The ship is registered as the Claw of Tigrana,” Ship supplied.

      “The Claw survives?” Izzy said, blinking. Then she gave a very toothy grin, and turned to Hannan. “Mighty Fizgig must be told. Mighty Nolan, your permission to fetch her?”

      “Granted,” Nolan said, though he didn’t see the need to grant her permission.

      Izzy sprinted from the bridge, her tail held high behind her.

      “Captain, we’re being hailed by one of the Primo vessels,” Ship said, a little more urgently.

      “On screen,” Nolan said, mostly out of habit. The harvester didn’t have a screen, per se.

      The hologram resolved into an unfamiliar room, all blue metal and elaborately decorated walls. A cluster of Primo stood in the background, but it was the figure in the foreground that drew Nolan’s attention. He looked a little older, and more tired than Nolan had remembered, but he was alive.

      “Hello, Captain Dryker,” Nolan said, giving a warm smile. He wished the man were close enough to hug.

      “Hello, Captain Nolan,” Dryker replied, his leathery face splitting into a grin. “It’s damned good to see you alive. Is that Hannan in the background there?”

      “Hello, sir,” Hannan called, giving a lazy salute.

      “What say we meet face-to-face?” Dryker asked. “We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “Agreed,” Nolan said, nodding. “We’ll dock with you. Fizgig, Hannan, and I will be coming over.”

      “Great, see you shortly. Dryker out.”

      “Annie,” Nolan said, turning to smile at her. “How do you feel about shuttling us over to that carrier?”
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      The ramp squealed loudly as it closed behind them. Nolan looked around the cargo hold of the Tibs, but there was no way he was going to be able to find a place to sit. Junk covered every surface, from half-repaired holorecorders to discarded food containers. It looked like Annie probably lived in her pilot’s chair, as Nolan didn’t see any place for her to bed down.

      He picked his way through the junk, hiding a smile as he passed Lena. She’d plastered herself against a corner, staring at the shuttle in horror. To someone of Lena’s upbringing, the lack of order here was probably physically painful. Neither Izzy nor Fizgig seemed perturbed by any of it. Fizgig stood stoically near the cockpit, and Izzy was a half-pace behind, trying to mimic Fizgig’s stance.

      “Best secure yourselves,” Annie called over her shoulder, flicking a couple switches then seizing the yoke. She guided the shuttle off the deck with a shudder, and it rose shakily toward the wide bay door.

      An electric tingle passed over Nolan’s skin as they passed through the harvester’s protective membrane, and into open space. Annie guided the shuttle down and away, circling wide as they approached the group of Primo carriers. It was the first time Nolan had been this close to their vessels, and he leaned forward, drinking in every detail.

      “Look at the size of those things,” Hannan breathed.

      “They’re works of art,” Fizgig said, giving an approving purr. “The Primo understand how to produce a truly formidable weapon of war.”

      “Not formidable enough to keep from getting their tails kicked, from the look of it,” Nolan said, pointing at the furthest carrier. “Look at the plasma leaking from that one. The rest of them have taken battle damage as well. They’ve been through combat, and whoever they fought gave them one hell of a run for their money.”

      “Sir?” Hannan asked, turning the co-pilot’s chair to face Nolan. “Did you happen to spot Mills with Captain Dryker? I didn’t hear anything about him in Ghantan. I just wanted to know he was all right.”

      “I didn’t,” Nolan said, a spike of guilt shooting through his gut. He hadn’t even thought about Mills, or about most of the Johnston’s crew. Granted, he’d only been assigned to her for a few weeks before she was destroyed, but he still should have shown a bit more compassion. He put a hand on Hannan’s shoulder. “I hope he’s all right. If anyone could have gotten him out, it’s Dryker.”

      “Holy crap on a stick,” Annie said, drawing Nolan’s attention back to the screen. They were close to the carrier where they’d been told to dock, and Annie had come around to one of the docking bays. Inside, they could see row after row of fighter drones. Each was larger than the Tibs, bristling with plasma cannons. “I really don’t want to see whatever tangled with these guys and won.”

      Annie guided the shuttle into the bay, and Nolan clutched at the wall as they lurched to a halt on the deck.
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      Nolan was a bit surprised by the reception when he entered the Primo vessel. Twenty Primo stood at attention, each holding one of their ancestral war staffs. They offered a salute as he, Hannan, Lena, Izzy, and Fizgig filed past them.

      “I don’t know how the old man pulled it off, but he’s got the Primo bowing and scraping,” Hannan said, giving Nolan a sly grin. “You’re getting better at this command stuff, but the old man is still the master.”

      “That he is,” Nolan said, allowing another smile. The stresses of the past few days wore heavily on him, but he reminded himself there had been victories too. They’d stopped the Void Wraith in the Ghantan system, and they’d find a way to stop them again.

      Their delegation was led into the most massive chamber Nolan had ever seen aboard a starship. He wasn’t positive, but odds were good the Sparhawk could have fit into this chamber, with room to spare.

      “Welcome, Captain Nolan,” a clear voice rang out, echoing through the chamber. Nolan looked up to see a figure floating above, sitting atop a golden throne. She was a Primo, with light blue skin, dressed more elaborately than any of the others they’d seen so far. “I am Celendra, the Voice of the First Light. Welcome to my vessel.”

      “Thank you for allowing us to board,” Nolan said, giving a stiff salute. He wasn’t sure what the decorum was for boarding a Primo vessel, so he stuck to what he knew.

      The Primo in the crowd behind Celendra seemed to appreciate the gesture, and Celendra gave an approving smile. “Please, be seated.”

      She gestured at a set of thrones very much like the one she sat in. One of those thrones was already occupied, and as Nolan approached, Dryker rose to greet him. Nolan reached out for a handshake, but the old man swept him into a hug.

      “I’d feared the worst. It’s good to see you, Nolan,” Dryker said, giving him a tight squeeze, then releasing him. “Hello, Fizgig, I’m pleased to see you survived.”

      Fizgig and Izzy had moved to greet a male Tigris. It took Nolan a moment to recognize the Tigris as Khar. His face bore several new scars, but his fangs and claws were just as intimidating as ever. He wore a massive smile, his tail swishing back and forth behind him.

      “Dryker,” Fizgig said, turning from Khar and moving to stand next to Dryker and Nolan. “I am pleased to see you survived. Your new allies are…impressive.”

      “Yes, they are. Thanks to them, we were even able to save your ship,” Dryker said, offering his hand to Fizgig.

      “The Claw is my ship no longer,” Fizgig said, accepting the captain’s hand. “It rightfully belongs to Mighty Khar.”

      “For the moment. Challenge, and I will yield, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar rumbled, swaggering his way over to them. He clapped Nolan hard on the shoulder, giving him a rather intimidating smile. “It is good to see you, Nolan. You have accomplished much since we battled the Void Wraith on the bridge of the Johnston.”

      “Captain?” Hannan asked quietly, stepping up to Dryker. Her eyes shone, and Nolan could tell she was struggling to get the words out. “Sir, did any of the crew survive? I don’t see Mills.”

      Dryker’s shoulders slumped, and for a moment he seemed to age decades. Then he straightened, resolve reentering his gaze. “I’m sorry, Hannan. Mills died getting us off the Johnston. He died the same way he lived, a Marine doing his duty.”

      Dryker reached into his pocket, withdrawing a clump of dog tags. The sheer number made Nolan wince. Dryker fished out a specific one, then handed it to Hannan. She took it wordlessly, giving Dryker a nod that somehow conveyed the depth of emotion she labored under. Then she turned and headed off the dais to stand near Annie.

      “Apologies,” Celendra’s voice interrupted. All eyes rose to to the Primo. “My species prides itself on taking deliberate, slow action. Yet Dryker is teaching us the value of haste. Might we begin? There is much to discuss.”

      “Of course,” Nolan said, taking a seat on one of the thrones. The others did the same.

      Nolan inspected the device, noting a small array of buttons on the right arm of the throne. He couldn’t read Primo sigils, but the icons seemed simple enough. He tapped the one on the top, and unsurprisingly the chair began to rise. Dryker’s rose next, then Fizgig’s. Within moments all of them hovered in the air near Celendra.

      Below them milled something close to a hundred Primo, more than Nolan had ever seen in one place. He glanced up at Celendra, waiting for her to begin.

      “We’ve gathered to discuss a course of action,” Celendra called, her gaze sweeping the assembled Primo. “The Void Wraith have infiltrated our ranks. Even now, there could be spies among us. No race is safe, and it seems clear that the Void Wraith seek to wipe us out. Their motives remain unclear.”

      “Pardon, Celendra,” Nolan interrupted. He waited for her to acknowledge him with a nod before speaking. “I can shed some light on their motives. The troops they use are created using our own kidnapped citizens. Judicators—their line troops—have the nervous system and brain of humans, Tigris, and Primo. They are, quite literally, turning our people against us. Their aim seems to be building a massive army, though the purpose of that army is unclear. We have evidence that this isn’t the first, or even the second time that they’ve invaded the Milky Way. They show up on some sort of timetable, harvest our galaxy, and then leave us to rebuild.”

      Whispers rippled through the room, and Celendra looked visibly distressed. “That is troubling news, though the fact that you’ve puzzled out some of their motives is encouraging, at least. What else can you tell us of these Void Wraith?”

      “We have detailed schematics of their weaponry, vessels, and line troops,” Nolan explained. “Their technology is too similar to your own for it to be coincidence. The Void Wraith use technology that Lena guesses was pioneered during the first of three Primo empires.”

      Outraged shouts came from the crowd, most coming from older Primo. Celendra raised a hand, and most fell silent. There were still grumbles. Nolan saw Fizgig shifting back and forth on her throne, mouth turned down into a feline scowl. He’d seen that before, and knew her patience was wearing thin. At least her outburst, if it came, wouldn’t be directed at him this time.

      “Three?” Celendra said, looking deeply troubled. “I do not wish to doubt you, Captain, but this flies in the face of tens of thousands of years of history. Do you have proof you can submit? My people will demand it.”

      “I’ll have that proof forwarded to you as soon as I return to my vessel,” Nolan said, nodding. “It isn’t conclusive, but there’s enough to show that earlier empires did exist.”

      Fizgig leaned forward in her chair, drawing Nolan’s attention. Here it comes.

      “The motives of the Void Wraith are irrelevant, as is the history of your race,” Fizgig boomed, drawing all eyes. She stared hard at Celendra. “A war rages between my people and the humans, a war based on a lie. Our priority is ending that war. We must convince both sides to lay down arms, and to unite against the Void Wraith. Every moment we spend debating minutiae, they draw the noose tighter around our necks.”
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      Fizgig was not pleased. It was all well and good that Dryker lived, and made allies of these Primo. Yet it changed nothing. Her people were hurling themselves into combat, dying while killing those who should be allies. It was maddening, especially because she was trapped here, unable to intervene.

      She glared at Celendra, daring the Primo to take issue with her words.

      Celendra blinked twice, then spoke. “I sometimes forget that Tigris are even more blunt than humans. You are not wrong; the issue of the war between your peoples must be addressed. Yet our own interest in this matter—”

      “Your own interest?” Fizgig interrupted, leaning forward on the throne. She stared hard at the alien, nose twitching at the woman’s odd scent. “It is exactly that kind of language that has made it so easy for the Void Wraith to infiltrate our ranks. If we are to survive, we must work for the benefit of everyone. We no longer have the luxury of our own self-interests.”

      “Fizgig is right,” Nolan called, his deeper voice echoing from the chamber’s high walls.

      Fizgig fell silent, watching the kit appraisingly. He’d learned much under her tutelage, yet he was only human.

      “Look around you,” he continued. “That debris field is all that’s left of a library that’s been in this system for twenty-five millennia. We’re losing this war so badly that we’re not even fighting the real enemy. If we want to have any prayer of survival, then we must examine the situation tactically—not as separate races, but as a united coalition. That makes the war between humanity and the Tigris the most pressing issue. However, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t explore other matters. Learning about our enemy is nearly as critical as stopping the war.”

      The human relaxed on his throne, watching Celendra. Fizgig continued to study him, waiting to see how the Primo would react. She knew nothing about their species, and the best way to learn about a foe was to watch, quietly. They’d reveal a weakness, and then, if circumstances dictated that they be eliminated, it was a simple matter to do so.

      “If my people were to join a coalition, it would take months to set it up,” Celendra said, giving a regretful sigh. “That simply isn’t possible. I am the Voice and can speak for my vessel, at least. What would you have us do? I do not know the best way to proceed.”

      “First, you need a military leader,” Fizgig said, without hesitation. “Strength flows from leadership. Without a strong leader, we are doomed.”

      “And who would you nominate for this position?” Celendra asked, cautiously.

      “Mighty Fizgig!” Khar roared, raising his arms in an attempt to get others to take up the cry. Izzy did, but both fell quiet at a gesture from Fizgig.

      “You introduced Dryker as a captain, did you not?” Fizgig asked, staring unblinkingly at the Primo.

      “I did,” Celendra answered, cocking her head to the side. “I do not understand the significance of the question.”

      “What is Dryker the captain of? He has no ship, unless you’re telling me he’s the captain of this vessel,” Fizgig asked, her tail beginning to swish. She enjoyed baiting others, especially the Primo. They styled themselves superior, and it pleased her to educate this one.

      “He is not the captain of the First Light. We do not have…captains. A Voice is merely a conduit for the will of the people,” Celendra explained, clearly confused.

      “Yet you are following the commands of Dryker, are you not?” Fizgig asked, another leading question.

      “We are. Fizgig, I must admit that your questions are…irksome. What does any of this have to do with our current circumstances?” Celendra said. Fizgig wouldn’t have called her angry, exactly. But she was clearly getting there. Good. Let her feel a tenth of the rage boiling in Fizgig.

      “Among the humans, they have a rank that describes the position you’ve assigned Dryker,” Fizgig said, purring softly.

      “She wants to promote me to Admiral,” Dryker called, eyeing Fizgig reproachfully. “Stop toying with her, Fizgig. We need their cooperation, and antagonizing them only makes the situation worse.”

      “I…see,” Celendra said, regaining a measure of her composure. “Very well, we will promote Dryker to Admiral, if this title will help in some way.”

      “It isn’t the title,” Fizgig said, eyes narrowing to slits. “It is the authority that goes with it. Dryker must be freed to deal with the war as he sees fit.”

      “And what will you be doing during all this? You’re just as qualified to run the fleet. More so, I think,” Dryker said.

      Fizgig met his gaze. He was one of the few humans she considered a true equal. One of the few among any species, truth be told. “There is only one way the Tigris would have gone to war as we did,” she said, growling low in her throat. “Admiral Mow must have lied to them. If they believed that humans had wiped out our fleet, they’d have raced to war. That means that Admiral Mow has almost certainly been corrupted by these Void Wraith. I intend to challenge him for leadership.”

      “You’ll need a vessel to do that, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar pointed out, nodding deferentially as he spoke. “The Claw of Tigrana still fights. We can get you to Mow.”

      “And what of us, Admiral Dryker? What would you have us do?” Celendra asked.

      Dryker was silent for a long time, gaining another pawful of respect. He took his time answering, even under the weight of the conclave’s attention. “Fizgig can deal with her people. I need to deal with mine. There’s every likelihood that the majority of the admiralty is now corrupt, but we can still gain support with the 14th  fleet. We’ll start there.”

      “Before we make these decisions, there’s a lot we need to share about the Void Wraith origins,” Nolan said. He hesitated, but only for a moment. Fizgig watched as his mind worked, piecing together what she’d already realized. “You already considered that, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” Dryker said, nodding. “The sad fact is that we don’t know who we can trust. We will discuss your findings in private, and I’ll make a decision about how to proceed.”

      “Will my people be represented in this meeting?” Celendra asked, leaning forward to study Dryker intently. A sheen of milky sweat had broken out on her forehead, the first Fizgig had ever seen on a Primo.

      “If you’d like to be represented,” Dryker said, “we’ll hold the meeting on the Claw of Tigrana.”

      Fizgig was pleased. She’d maneuvered Dryker into a role she detested, freeing her to tear out Mow’s throat.
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      “You’re certain of these coordinates?” Delta asked, scanning the data pad. He looked up at Doctor Reid. The man’s pallid flesh was nearly see-through, like fine paper.

      “Of course I’m certain. Just fly the ship,” the doctor said, his entire body shaking as he took a threatening step toward Delta. He reminded Delta of a chihuahua. “I haven’t had to use your chip in some time. Do you need a reminder, is that it?”

      “No, sir,” Delta said, shaking his head fervently. He hated how he reacted to the threat like a whipped dog, but he was the first to admit that the chip had broken his will. Just thinking about the pain nearly caused him to curl into a fetal position. “I just worry for your safety. The coordinates you gave me are less than a light year from a supermassive black hole. The system is marked as hazardous.”

      “I’m quite aware of that,” the doctor said, waving a hand dismissively. “Get us there. Now.”

      Delta nodded, moving up the narrow hallway to the cockpit. He was aware of Reid sitting down next to Kathryn, who’d been increasingly silent since their run-in with Nolan. He wondered how much of the woman remained, and how she felt about betraying a man she’d obviously had feelings for. Delta didn’t have much feeling for her one way or the other, but at the very least they were both doing this against their will. That gave them a little common ground.

      “Do it, Epsilon,” Delta said to the man in the pilot’s chair. Well, man was a loose term. After the fiasco with Nolan on Coronas 6, Reid had given Delta a new crew, but these new cyber Marines didn’t even have names. They might as well have been robots, for all the initiative they showed.

      “Yes, sir,” Epsilon said mechanically. He had a Marine’s buzzcut and a UFC tattoo on his arm. Those were the only clues to the man he’d once been; the rest had been replaced by machinery. Even the man’s eyes had been replaced, and Delta knew better than anyone how dehumanizing that was.

      The ship rumbled briefly, then began rising through the star’s core. This part always bothered Delta. He hated knowing they were under so much pressure, and that if anything failed in the ship’s inductive field they’d be incinerated instantly. It made the next several minutes torturous, and he didn’t breathe easily again until they’d finally reached the sun’s corona.

      Massive towers of blue flame rose in pillars all around them, but they were far taller than those on other stars. They stretched hundreds of thousands of miles into the distance, toward a patch of black covering much of the sky. It was like an open wound, completely devoid of stars. The areas around it were rich with twinkling lights, underscoring the darkness.

      “This poor star is doomed,” Reid said, from right behind Delta. Delta was more than a little surprised he’d not heard the man approaching. “It wandered too close. The black hole’s gravity is pulling matter from the sun. We can’t see, but the matter is joining a giant accretion disk, the largest in the galaxy. It orbits the black hole, you see. Because the disk is comprised of dark matter, we didn’t even know it existed until we explored this system.”

      Delta nodded, as if that were the most interesting thing he’d ever heard. “Epsilon, make for the coordinates.”

      The ship’s perspective changed, and the viewport showed a different patch of space. It wasn’t empty, as there was some sort of planetary body there—a moon, perhaps. It wasn’t large enough to be a planet, unless it was further away than he thought. A trickle of ships passed to and from the moon, most of them human, though he saw a few Tigris vessels as well. Those ships had something in common, something that terrified him: they weren’t warships. They were cargo vessels and transports.

      What the hell were they dropping off?

      Delta watched silently, a sense of foreboding growing in the cockpit as they approached the planetoid. The closer they got, the shorter his breaths came. Delta knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that his death lay within that planet. It took everything he had not to bolt from the bridge and hide in his bunk.

      Part of his mind recognized that the feeling was unnatural, though he had no idea what was causing it. Whatever it was didn’t seem to affect Reid, though Epsilon cringed away from the view screen, giving a low whine as he did.

      “The Eye,” Reid breathed, pushing past Delta and dropping into the Sparhawk’s co-pilot seat. He caressed the view screen where the planetoid was, crooning to it. “At long last, I meet the emissary. I can feel you, hear the whispers. I am home.”

      The word horror could not adequately describe the mix of revulsion and terror that washed through Delta. The object was large enough to make out now. The closer they got, the larger it loomed. It wasn’t a planet, though it was roughly spherical. Its surface was milky white, with red veiny sections criss-crossing the surface. An enormous, ropy tail, something like entrails, floated behind the thing. It tapered off into the darkness, writhing slightly as if in an unseen wind.

      That wasn’t the worst of it, though. The front of the planetoid had an enormous black iris, dilating like a continent-sized whirlpool. Around that iris was a blood-red sea, the thing’s cornea. Delta had believed he’d lost the capacity for either wonder or fear, but in that moment he realized how painfully mistaken he’d been. This thing terrified him in a primal way, the kind that aroused fears of the dark in toddlers.

      Delta had to look away, so he looked at the pilot’s console. It didn’t help. If anything, it made the situation worse. The readings were standard for an M-class world. Whatever that thing was, it had a habitable atmosphere.

      “Sir, another vessel,” Epsilon said, his voice cracking.

      Delta saw a flash of metallic blue rising from the monstrous surface. The Primo carrier was clearly headed for the sun, and would just as clearly pass a short distance away from them. “Doctor, how do you want us to proceed?”

      “Ignore it,” Reid said, waving dismissively. “They are merely feeding the Eye, as are the other vessels. Our mission is far more important.”

      Delta stared hard at the Eye, and he realized something. Until now, he’d given up. He’d worked blindly for Reid, because he feared the pain. But this…thing changed the situation. Whatever it was, Delta believed it could consume the entire human race. Maybe even the Tigris, too.

      He didn’t know how. He didn’t know when. But he was going to find a way to stop that thing.
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      Nolan shifted uncomfortably on his throne, listening to Dryker and Fizgig hash out details. His comm began to vibrate. He ignored it. It vibrated more urgently, so he fished it from his pocket and thumbed on the screen.

      “Captain,” Ship’s cheerful voice said. “I apologize for interrupting you, but Lena said you’d wish to know this immediately.”

      “Know what?” Nolan asked.

      “We’ve detected Void Wraith signatures lurking in the sun’s corona. It is unlikely the Primo would be able to detect them, and I suspect it is the prelude to an attack,” Ship explained.

      “Stand by,” Nolan told Ship. He looked up, pressing the amplifier icon on the throne’s right arm. “Everyone listen up.” His voice thundered through the room, reverberating off the walls like thunder.

      “My ship is picking up Void Wraith drive signatures,” Nolan continued, pushing the button to make the throne descend. “We’re about to be attacked.”

      “Our sensors have detected nothing,” Celendra said, cocking her head. “Are you certain?”

      The others were bringing their thrones back to the dais as well, though the Primo didn’t seem to share Nolan’s alarm. Nolan leapt from the throne a few feet before it reached the deck, landing in a crouch.

      “I’m positive. If you want to live, get your forces into a battle formation. I’m getting back to my ship,” Nolan said, turning toward the corridor they’d entered through.

      “Nolan, wait,” Dryker said, grabbing his arm. “You need a Primo library, right?”

      “Yeah,” Nolan said, nodding.

      Dryker pressed a data cube into his hand. “This has the location of all eight remaining libraries. I suspect they could be under attack as we speak, so you need to be quick. The one at Derinia is the most heavily defended. You might start there.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Nolan said, giving Dryker a tight nod.

      “Now get your ass moving. I need to get these Primo ready to fight,” Dryker said, turning from Nolan and moving toward Celendra.

      “Nolan,” Fizgig said. Her tail swished dangerously behind her. “A word.”

      Nolan approached warily. “What is it, Fizgig? We don’t have much time.”

      “The time has come for us to part ways. I will be joining Khar on the Claw of Tigrana. Izzy will be accompanying us,” Fizgig said. She placed a paw on Nolan’s shoulder. “You have done well these past months. You are one of the rare few with both the talent and the will to act. Keep up your training, and give your life in defense of Lena. She is more important than any of us. Your mission is equally so. Goddess go with you.”

      “Thank you, Fizgig,” Nolan said, giving her a genuine smile. “For everything. I mean that. I’m grateful for your teaching—and you know what? I’m going to miss you.”

      “To my great surprise, I can say the same. Dryker taught me to respect your race. You have taught me that they can become family,” Fizgig said, giving him a respectful nod. From her, that was as good as a hug.

      Izzy stood with Annie and Hannan near the mouth of the corridor leading back to the airlock. She and Nolan exchanged a fierce hug, then Izzy moved off to stand with Khar.

      The comm vibrated in Nolan’s pocket again. “Tigrana watch over you, Fizgig,” he said, and trotted down the corridor, Hannan falling smoothly into line behind him. They made great time back to the airlock doors, while Khar, Izzy, and Fizgig split off down another corridor.

      “I’m actually a little sad to be losing them,” Hannan said, glancing after Izzy. Nolan knew the pair had grown close.

      “You know what? Me too, and not just because we’ll miss them during the next firefight,” Nolan said, slamming the airlock control. He wondered if he’d ever see Fizgig again. He hoped so.
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      “Nolan, do not respond to this transmission,” Dryker said, pivoting his throne to face the dome. “It’s likely our Void Wraith friends are monitoring this. Don’t reveal your location, just get out of here and see to your mission.”

      The dome showed a wonderful tapestry of the battle, and as Dryker watched, colors and objects began to appear. He realized suddenly that the dome wasn’t just decorative. It was functional. The Primo used it to run battles, and the thrones allowed them to move quickly to the area of the battle they wished to study. He was damned impressed.

      In this case, the yellow star dominated the view. Their battle group made their way toward the sun, shields at full strength. That was another Primo advantage. Human vessels had the inductive field necessary to survive the stresses of a star, but they required enormous energy to use. That made them impractical for combat. The Primo apparently had a less energy-intensive way of utilizing shields.

      “Celendra, how long until we reach the star’s corona?” Dryker asked, watching the sun grow larger.

      “Just under three minutes,” she answered, zooming her throne closer to his. “What do you intend to do?”

      “Claw of Tigrana, this is Dryker. What’s your status?” Dryker asked, ignoring Celendra’s question.

      “We are well, Dryker,” Fizgig’s voice answered, confidently. “The vessel is understrength, and we lack the warriors for a sustained battle. We will do what we can.”

      “Negative,” Dryker ordered. “You’re to do the same as Nolan, avoid engagement and escape into the star as soon as possible. We need you to reach your people.”

      “Acknowledged,” Fizgig rumbled. “Tigrana watch over you, Dryker.”

      Dryker didn’t reply, instead studying the disposition of the ships. They were in a simple starburst pattern, each close enough to respond if any of the others were attacked. The formation was getting closer to the sun, with no sign of the Void Wraith fleet. Dryker hated not knowing how many enemy vessels were out there, but he was grateful Nolan had provided them any warning at all.

      “Celendra, what’s the most expedient way to address all vessels at once?” Dryker asked, turning to the Primo. Her large, red eyes studied him.

      “You may use the blue button on the far side of the arm. I’ve just enabled it to our fleetwide broadcast,” Celendra said. She paused, then spoke again. “You’re aware that they’re listening to us.”

      It wasn’t a question, and Dryker didn’t bother replying. He didn’t have time to teach; he needed to do. “Primo fleet, this is Dryker. Odds are good the Void Wraith will attack us as we reach the corona. Slow your advance, and cover each other’s flanks.”

      Dryker toggled the button off, then turned to Celendra. “I want you to ready all offensive weaponry, and every drone this thing can launch. The second you see them de-cloak and attack the Claw of Tigrana, I want to destroy the closest Void Wraith vessel.”

      The distance between the Primo fleet and the Claw began to lengthen. Dryker’s heart sped as he wondered if he was making the right decision. If he was wrong about Primo reaction time, he might not be able to save the Claw. That would be a catastrophic loss, as Fizgig was their only real ally among the Tigris. But this was also their only prayer of drawing the Void Wraith out of hiding, rather than being ambushed by them.

      “We are prepared, Admiral Dryker,” Celendra finally said. “Seventy-six drones have powered up their reactors. Be aware that this will tax their power level, and they will not be able to fight as long before returning.”

      “Noted,” Dryker said, pivoting the throne to examine the Claw. Enough space had opened up that it would take several seconds to close to weapon’s range. The Claw was close enough to the sun that she would reach the safety of the corona in another sixty seconds.

      “Harvesters de-cloaking,” Celendra called, a note of panic in her voice. “They’re surrounding the Claw of Tigrana.”

      A trio of harvesters rippled into view, each powering up their main weapons. Behind them, three more de-cloaked, these moving to intercept the First Light. It seemed they knew who was giving the orders.

      “Now, Celendra. Launch everything we have,” Dryker said, already broadcasting again before she could respond. “Primo fleet, this is Admiral Dryker. Concentrate all fire on the vessels closest to the Claw of Tigrana.”

      Celendra bore an intense look of concentration, and waves of sleek blue drones began launching from the fighter bays. The tiny, unmanned fighters were each, basically, a plasma rifle bolted to a chassis, with just enough power and intelligence to fight for brief periods.

      The drones swarmed the closest harvester, streaks of green energy shooting out in uneven patterns. Because the harvester was firing at the Claw of Tigrana, it lacked the power to boost its shields. The first few plasma bursts were shunted harmlessly away, but the rest punched through the shield. Black furrows dug into the pristine blue metal, tearing apart vital systems.

      Most of the drones focused on the engines, and after several moments of intense fire, something flared there. The crackling ball of blue plasma the ship had been about to fire changed—fading, then disappearing entirely.

      “Witness the power of the Primo, Admiral,” Celendra said coldly.

      The Primo carrier began to vibrate, a low hum that washed through Dryker’s entire body. Then blue-white brilliance poured from the First Light. The torrent of energy tore into the already damaged engines, and a massive explosion tore through the back side of the harvester.

      The drones continued their assault, focusing on weakened areas. Fires bloomed all along the harvester’s hull as internal explosions rocked the ship. She wasn’t dead, but she was out of the fight.

      “Revenge is sweet,” Celendra said, giving a predatory smile.

      Dryker ignored her, focusing on the Claw of Tigrana. They’d stopped one of the three attacking ships. The other two were still firing.
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      Fizgig settled into the captain’s chair for the first time in months, smiling as she ran her fingers along one of the pillows. Khar hadn’t replaced a single one, and there was very little of his fur or scent. Certainly not enough to seep into the fabric. It was as if he'd known she’d be returning, and had used the chair sparingly.

      The bridge was woefully understaffed. Izzy was handling communications and piloting, while Khar was manning sensors and weaponry—not that they had much in the way of weaponry. One of the dart tubes had been destroyed, and they only had a handful of darts remaining. There weren’t enough crew to man even those few.

      Fizgig stared up at the view screen, a welcome change from the holomap on the Void Wraith harvester. The holomap might be tactically superior, but Fizgig had spent decades adapting to the view screen on vessels like the Claw. It just felt right.

      The screen showed the Primo fleet tightening into a cluster. They were using a simple starburst pattern, which would allow all vessels to react quickly, regardless of what direction they were attacked from. The massive vessels were falling further behind, and as the gap between them and the Claw widened, Fizgig gave a broad grin.

      “Clever, Dryker,” Fizgig murmured. They were being used as bait. “Izzy, order all stations to prepare for imminent attack.”

      Fizgig was unsurprised when the trio of harvesters shimmered into view around them. She dropped instantly into her old command role, the thrill of combat firing her blood.

      “Izzy!” Fizgig roared, rising from her cushioned chair. “Tilt the vessel forty-five degrees along the Z axis. Maximum acceleration.”

      Izzy responded instantly, and the Claw shuddered as it accelerated. If the maneuver worked, the star’s gravity would drastically increase their speed, and once they’d broken free of combat they could descend safely into the corona.

      If it worked.

      “Mighty Fizgig, they’re firing,” Izzy said, her tail bristling in a very undignified way.

      “Stand fast,” Khar growled. “We are Tigris. We do not flinch from death.”

      The Claw rumbled in pain, sparks flying from already-damaged systems as the first Void Wraith plasma cannon impacted against the starboard side of the ship. The second hit a moment later, and the lights flickered across the bridge.

      “All power to engines,” Fizgig said, barely keeping her footing as the ship rocked again.

      The Claw began pulling away from the harvesters, the gravity of the star whipping the Claw like a rock from a slingshot. Both Void Wraith vessels moved to pursue, but several of the Primo carriers had broken off to assist. If they could hold a little while, the Primo would deal with the Void Wraith.

      “Mighty Fizgig, shall I deploy darts?” Khar asked, grabbing the railing next to the gunnery station as the Claw shuddered dangerously.

      “Mighty Fizgig, damage reports coming in now,” Izzy said, her words on the heels of Khar’s.

      Only three of them to man an entire bridge, and even fewer to crew the vessel itself. It seemed unfair, but wasn’t that always the way of it?

      “How many darts remaining, Khar Prideless?” Fizgig said, rising calmly from the captain’s chair. Her tail longed to dash about, but she restrained it to a low, smooth swishing.

      “Seven,” Khar answered, clearly frustrated by their lack of firepower.

      “Do not deploy,” Fizgig commanded. She turned to Izzy. “Damage report. Worst areas only.”

      “We’ve lost compression along the starboard side of the ship, but as the crew was largely in port, casualties were light. No fatalities,” Izzy said. She scanned her data screen for a moment, then looked up to meet Fizgig’s gaze. “Our inductive field emitter was damaged. It’s only capable of eighty percent strength.”

      Fizgig allowed herself three deep breaths. She used them to consider the entirety of the situation. The most important factor was escaping the Void Wraith, which meant they had no choice but to dive into the sun. Doing so with hull damage was problematic, though. The weakened inductive field would allow intense radiation through. Unprotected areas of the ship would be melted to useless slag.

      “Khar, get everyone to the port side of the core wall, then seal all bulkheads,” Fizgig ordered, knowing she’d be dooming at least a few of her remaining crew that would be unable to escape in time.

      Khar began rumbling orders over the comm, face bent low over the communications station next to gunnery. Fizgig was pleased at how quickly he was able to shift from position to position. That kind of versatility was rare, particularly among males his age. He was less rash than most, perhaps as a result of Dryker’s tutelage.

      “Izzy, how long until the Void Wraith intercept?” Fizgig asked, licking her paw and using it to smooth the fur along her neck. Retaining her composure was the difference between death and victory.

      “Two minutes, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy replied. She studied her screen, then spoke again. “Four Primo carriers will close eight seconds after the Void Wraith reach us.”

      “Dive for the corona. Do it now!” Fizgig roared. She gave a pleased purr as the Claw broke for the star’s surface. There was no way to stop them from reaching it now. Their allies would have to fend for themselves, but she would reach Tigris space and put an end to Mow. “Tigrana’s blessing, Dryker. I’ve no doubt you’ll survive this as you have every other attempt to kill you.”

      She stared at the view screen, watching the Primo fleet deploy as the Claw finally reached the safety of the sun.
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      “Celendra, keep us moving toward the rest of the carrier group,” Dryker ordered, knuckles going white as he gripped the arms of the throne. He watched the battle unfold, his heart thundering in his chest. Commanding an entire battle was not at all like being in charge of a single ship. His respect for Mendez increased. The old man had made this look easy, until he’d been co-opted by the enemy.

      Three harvesters were moving toward the First Light. They hadn’t even begun cloaking, and instead were warming up their main weapons. Balls of plasma gathered between their wingtips, growing larger before finally discharging.

      The first washed harmlessly off the First Light’s shield, causing nothing more than a rainbow-colored ripple. The second caused the ship to shudder, and the third tore into the hull in an explosion of blue and white plasma.

      “We’ve lost one of the forward drone bays,” Celendra said, dispassionately. Now that the battle had begun, she seemed much calmer.

      “Noted,” Dryker said, pointing at the closest harvester. “Focus all drones on the lead harvester. Slow it down while we accelerate away. The longer we can keep them chasing us, the more time we give our allies to come to our aid.”

      Celendra nodded, and the swarm of drones moved to engage the closest harvester. They swarmed around it like bats, firing tiny green beams. The harvester’s shield seemed to be holding as it accelerated toward the First Light, its two companions not far behind. All three harvesters would be on them before long.

      Dryker risked a glance at the far side of the dome. The Claw was about to reach the safety of the corona, and the two harvesters pursuing it had finally realized that. They broke off pursuit, pivoting to engage the four Primo carriers that had moved to intercept. Four, not five. Dryker couldn’t identify them, so there was no visual way to know which carrier was missing. But Dryker was fairly certain he knew whose it was.

      “Celendra, where is Endari’s carrier?” he asked, watching as the three harvesters narrowed the gap between themselves and the First Light.

      “He’s broken off from the pursuit of the Claw, and is moving in our direction,” Celendra said. “Over half our drones have been disabled or destroyed. Our shields are depleted. We are naked before their assault.”

      Dryker was paralyzed for two agonizing seconds. He knew there were spies among the Primo, or how had the Void Wraith found them? The most likely spy was the one who’d obstinately fought all attempts to unify, the one who made it clear that Primo should never work with the lesser races. Endari. Had he led the Void Wraith to this system?

      If Endari were about to betray them, then they were dead. If they changed course to avoid his vessel, then the Void Wraith would catch them. Hell, the Void Wraith would catch them anyway.

      Dryker pressed the blue button, going fleetwide. “Endari, what are you doing?” he asked, trembling as the carrier grew larger in the dome. They’d be in weapons range in a few moments.

      Endari’s raspy voice finally came over the comm. “The Claw is safely away. I thought it prudent to aid you, as these Void Wraith seem intent on your destruction. Accelerate to maximum velocity, and recall your drones. I will deal with these Void Wraith.”

      “Negative; we’ll take them together,” Dryker said, a surge of elation running through him. Maybe he’d been wrong about the grey-skinned Primo. Endari’s carrier gave them a chance, if a slim one.

      “Celendra, you know I am right,” Endari said. “We cannot risk losing the First Light. Dryker has proved his worth. I admit that I was wrong. For our people to live, Dryker must live. For that to happen, these Void Wraith must be delayed. They seek Dryker’s death, for they have realized his importance.”

      Wave after wave of drones leapt from Endari’s carrier. They winged past the First Light, engaging the closest harvester. Then Endari’s carrier fired its main cannon, savaging the harvester’s right wing. The lead harvester withered under the furious assault, slowing to allow its companions to catch up.

      “Celendra, bring us about,” Dryker ordered.

      Celendra ignored him. The First Light pivoted, spinning until it dove toward the sun. The other four Primo carriers had broken off and were doing the same.

      Dryker stared helplessly as Endari’s vessel engaged the three Void Wraith. The withering barrage of plasma fire finally took its toll, and the lead harvester came apart, just like the Johnston had only a few months ago. A tear slid down Dryker’s cheek as answering fire came from the remaining harvesters. They savaged Endari’s vessel, ignoring the drones as they closed for the kill.

      The First Light descended into the sun’s corona, dodging a pillar of flame thousands of miles high. Dryker lost sight of Endari’s vessel, and slumped into his seat as the First Light made her escape.

      Another costly battle.
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      Admiral Mendez smiled as he moved to take the captain’s chair. He’d taken command of the Norfolk, a cutting edge destroyer fresh from the Mars shipyards. There were only four other bridge officers, each connected to their console with a cable that plugged in at the temple. Mendez had greenlit the technology, which hadn’t been through standard testing. It linked the prefrontal cortex directly to the ship, making it far more responsive.

      All four were chipped, of course. Everyone on the Norfolk was, even the Marines. That wasn’t true of other Fleet vessels, not yet anyway. Almost a third of the command officers had been chipped, but many of their support staff retained their will. That was being fixed, but it had to be handled delicately.

      “Show me the disposition of the Tigris fleet,” Mendez demanded. One of the four noncoms shifted the wall-sized display to show a small, orange planet against a tapestry of stars. Little red tags began appearing in orbit around the planet, each denoting a vessel that was far too small to see.

      Mendez studied the enemy fleet with mild disbelief. Mow had been true to his word. Tigrana should have had a hundred ships of the line, and there should have been six orbital defense platforms. Instead, there were a scant handful of vessels. Their home world was virtually defenseless.

      “Fleetwide,” Mendez ordered, clasping his hands behind his back. He waited for the chime that indicated he was live. “Gentleman, today is the day. We are about to take vengeance for this unprovoked assault upon humanity. Show no mercy. Accept no surrender. Turn the cats defending this world into debris, and then prepare for orbital bombardment.”

      Mendez watched as the 5th, 1st, and 11th tore into the Tigris. The 4th stood by, destroying the few stragglers that made a run for the Helios Gate. It was quick, bloody work. These weren’t warriors; they were scavengers. Mow had done his work well. Every fleet-worthy vessel had been removed from Tigrana, and those remaining lacked the leadership necessary to mount an effective defense.

      Within minutes, his fleets had destroyed every defending vessel, but the Tigris had clearly spread word to the planet below. Dozens of ships—a collection of civilian transports, freighters, and science vessels—were rising, all fleeing for the imagined safety of the Helios Gate.

      “Nothing escapes this system, gentlemen. I want every last ship shot down,” Mendez ordered.

      He watched as the 4th fleet moved smoothly to intercept the ragtag Tigris ships. It spread over them like a blanket, fires blossoming over a wide swath of space. Not a single vessel made it past the 4th. Every last one was destroyed.

      When the short battle was over, Mendez knew it was time to give the order to bombard the planet. But he didn’t, not immediately.

      If he did this, he was damning himself. It would cross a line he hadn’t yet crossed. Every race had conventions about orbital bombardment. The rule was clear across known space: civilians were off limits.

      Fire flooded his spine as he resisted. If he gave this order, it would change the nature of the war. The Tigris would never stop, not until humanity was wiped out. If he ordered the destruction of their home world, one of their races would extinguish the other.

      The strategist in him knew which one would lose. The Tigris outnumbered humanity, and they outgunned them. This would whip them into a frenzy, indirectly causing the death of his entire species. Mendez simply couldn’t do it.

      The fire in his back became acid as the larva made its displeasure known. Mendez bent forward, catching himself against the arm of the captain’s chair. The acid spread through his nervous system, overriding his feeble attempts at control. He felt like he was drowning, and when the feeling finally passed he’d lost control of his traitorous body.

      “Fleetwide,” Mendez said, only a slight tremor in his voice. “Burn that planet, gentlemen. Nothing survives.”
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      “Primo library, this is Captain Nolan of the UFC Johnston,” Nolan began, licking his lips before continuing. “We request permission to approach, and I have to stress that circumstances are urgent. I’m broadcasting footage of the debris field in the Enduria system, where your library used to be. Four other libraries have been confirmed destroyed, and an attack could begin here any minute.”

      Nolan folded his arms, watching the holographic display that showed the library. It grew larger as they inched closer, waiting for an answer. The crew nervously avoided glancing at each other, as if that might jinx the response from the Primo.

      This library was quiet, unlike the last one they’d seen. It bristled with plasma cannons, and a thick blue shield obscured the city-sized structure. Fluted towers rose around a central platform, topped with a dome of shimmering energy that could shelter several Primo carriers. It dwarfed a Tigris orbital defense platform, making this thing the toughest known battle station in existence.

      “Such an assertion is ludicrous. Your entire race couldn’t damage this library,” a flat voice answered. “Yet the laws of hospitality say we must at least hear your baseless tales. Keep your weapons powered down or be destroyed. Make your way to the indicated docking clamp, or be destroyed. Do not deviate from your present course for any reason, or—”

      “Be destroyed, yeah we got it,” Nolan interrupted. “Listen, I know you’re a patient people. I respect that. But you have to be aware of what happened at your conclave. You’ve probably heard about the other libraries.”

      There was no answer. Seconds became minutes, but the silence didn’t lift. The library grew larger, until it dwarfed the vessel itself. They were getting close.

      “Captain Nolan, I will meet you at the airlock door,” a second Primo voice said. This one had a different cadence. It was somehow both cultured and weary. “Under the circumstances, you are permitted to bring any armament you may possess.”

      By the time Nolan’s vessel had docked with the station, everyone had gathered at the airlock door. Lena, Hannan, and Annie stood in a little trio surrounding Edwards, who leaned against the wall next to the airlock, trying to pretend he wasn’t a twelve-foot-tall robot of death. Seeing them made Nolan miss Izzy, and even Fizgig. Leaving them behind had been tougher than he’d expected. He’d really become fond of Izzy’s playfulness, and Fizgig’s stern tutelage.

      A low hum washed over the ship, and a tingle passed through Nolan’s body. Lena giggled, a very odd sound from the Tigris. “We’ve just passed through the library’s protective field. This one was constructed many centuries after the first library we visited, the one the Void Wraith spies blew up. This one is much tougher, which is probably why the Void Wraith haven’t tried a direct assault yet.”

      “Let’s hope it’s tough enough,” Nolan said, glancing at the airlock button as it turned green, indicating a seal had been established on the other side. He tapped it, and the door slid open.

      The docking tube was far larger than the ones human vessels used, nearly fifteen feet tall. This was a good thing, as Edwards wouldn’t have been able to squeeze into much less.

      Hannan took point without a word, gesturing for the others to follow after, defensively. She drew her sidearm as she advanced, but didn’t aim it at the figures on the other side of the docking tube.

      There were three of them, two wearing the same ceremonial armor Nolan had seen in the previous library. They even used the same archaic war staves, totally impractical for real combat. The third figure wore a snowy white robe, and had deep pink skin. That skin was unlike the other Primo he’d seen, whose skin had been thick and leathery. The coloration ebbed and flowed in mottled patterns.

      “She’s positively ancient,” Lena said, raising a paw to her mouth. “She must be millennia old.”

      “I’m told it is unkind to speak about age around the elderly,” the Primo said, her voice as fragile as she looked. It was the same weary tone Nolan recognized from the comm. “Come, enter Derinia, the largest of our libraries. You may well be our final patrons. We receive very few, these days. What is it you think we can do for you?”

      “We’re here to—” Nolan began, but the Primo woman cut him off with a sharp gesture.

      “I wasn’t speaking to you. I was speaking to the scholar,” the Primo said, bowing smoothly until her head touched the metal floor near Lena’s feet. She straightened, wobbling slightly as she did so. “Ah, the blood rushes to my head. Such an archaic greeting. But I’m rattling on. Welcome to Derinia, little sister. My name is Atrea.”

      “Little sister?” Lena said, blinking. She gave the widest grin Nolan had ever seen. It was the stuff of a six-year-old’s nightmares made real. Damn, but the Tigris had a lot of teeth. “Thank you for receiving us. Time is short, and I’m not entirely certain what I’m seeking. I’ve prepared a data file with my notes thus far, about the earliest Primo empire.”

      Lena and Atrea made their way into the library. Hannan eyed Nolan quizzically as he trailed after.

      “Sir, what’s the objective here?” Hannan said, her voice low. It was largely drowned out by Edwards clomping along behind them. If that weren’t enough white noise, Annie rode on Edwards’s shoulder, telling him a loud story about ground pounders during the Eight-Year War.

      “It’s a little muddy,” Nolan said, sighing. He met Hannan’s gaze, but didn’t find the reproach he’d been expecting there. All he saw was trust, with maybe a little respect. “We want a copy of the data core, and Lena knows which parts are important. We just have to hope there’s something here that will give us an edge over the Void Wraith. A clue to their identity, or motives. I don’t know exactly, but whatever it is…well, it seems like they’re going through an awful lot of effort to blow up a few libraries. They have to be afraid we’ll learn something they fear.”

      “Do you want me to keep an eye on Lena?” Hannan asked. Lena and Atrea had moved down the corridor, and would be out of sight soon.

      “No, I’ll take care of it. I want you to get the full complement of Judicators online,” Nolan said, peering back into his vessel. “If trouble shows up, I want to be ready. Hold the dock, and give us an escort back when we’re ready.”

      “Yes sir,” Hannan said, nodding respectfully. She paused, moving back to join the others.

      Nolan hurried after Lena and the ancient Primo, hoping they could find whatever Lena needed before the Void Wraith arrived.
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      Kathryn settled into the co-pilot’s chair, buckling herself in out of habit. She was used to piloting the vessel herself, and shot the cyber Marine in the pilot’s chair a scornful look. She missed the days when it had been just her and Em, her VI, aboard the Sparhawk. But she knew those days were gone forever.

      She focused on the library ahead of her, which gleamed under a dome of white-blue light. A tremor of doubt whispered through her, but she ignored it. Their plan was audacious, but given what she knew of the Primo she believed they could pull it off.

      “Primo library, this is the UFC Sparhawk,” Kathryn said, coughing in what she hoped was a convincing manner. “We’ve taken severe damage, and request assistance. All we need are basic life support repairs, then we’ll be out of your hair.”

      She glanced behind her, finding both her companions. Delta loomed in the doorway, arms folded as he stared at the view screen. His face was impassive as ever, eyes now unreadable pools of silver. That addition was unnerving, as it made it impossible to gauge the man’s emotions. Reid was worse, though. He wore his perpetual sneer, equal parts derision and condescension. Combined with his feverish excitement, it made the man positively creepy. It aroused new fear in her. How much of that was his larva? Would her joining carry a similar price?

      “Delta, gather your Marines at the airlock door. You’re sure this will work?” Reid asked. Again. For at least the fourth time.

      “Yes, sir,” Delta said, nodding slowly. He was like a beaten dog trying not to get kicked. “The drive is leaking enough radiation to make our story convincing, but not so much that we’ll get cooked.”

      “It has the added side effect of masking our escort,” Kathryn said, trying not to snap at Reid. It wouldn’t help. “They’ll be able to enter when the Primo lower the shield for us.”

      “Assuming they lower it,” Reid said, scowl deepening.

      “Oh, ye of little faith,” Kathryn said, rolling her eyes. She hadn’t dealt much with Primo, but other entities who were connected to the masters had. Through the larva wrapped around her spine she could access some of those memories—those the larva was willing to share, anyway. “Protocol dictates that they render assistance. They can’t interfere directly in temporal matters, but they can save lives.”

      “UFC Sparhawk, this is Derinia. Proceed to docking port nine. If you deviate from this course you will be destroyed,” the Primo said. He continued layering on threats about what else would get them blown up.

      Kathryn only half listened, holding her breath until she felt a sharp tingle. Then she grinned. “We’re passing through the shield.”

      She faced the view screen, which showed the enormous library beneath them. Two dozen immense plasma cannons were trained on the Sparhawk, but thus far they seemed not to suspect anything.

      Kathryn blinked when she saw another vessel docked—and not just any vessel, but the unmistakable blue form of a harvester. There was only one harvester actively working against them, which meant Nolan had arrived first. At least he was still here. This sped up their timetable, but as long as they stopped him from leaving they’d stay on schedule.

      “Dock as casually as possible,” she called into the cockpit, though she knew it was a pointless gesture. The servants Reid surrounded himself with had so much of their body replaced they hardly qualified as people. Delta was the notable exception, though Kathryn was unclear why Reid had made such an exception. Reid did derive quite a bit of pleasure from pushing Delta around, so maybe that was it.

      Kathryn turned her attention back to the docking, watching as the Sparhawk settled against the library’s hull. She turned to Delta. “Okay, this is your show. Get your men ready. I’ll take charge of the Judicators. Reid, it’s safest if you wait here.”

      “What if those cannons fire on the ship?” Reid asked, voice rising as he spoke.

      “Then you’ll be dead before you can reach the airlock door,” Kathryn said, turning away from him without another word. She ducked into the mess, then down to the airlock door.

      Delta was already waiting there.

      “Once all troops are deployed,” she said, “link up with me. We’ll head for the data core so we can head off Nolan. That has to be why he’s here.”
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      Nolan followed Atrea and Lena deeper into the library. The layout was identical to the last one, with corridors stretching off the cavernous main chamber like spokes from a wheel. A series of levels ringed the main floor, each rising toward a domed ceiling that showed the stars. It wasn’t unlike the bridge of a Primo carrier, now that he thought about it. This place was many times larger, though.

      A handful of Primo wandered between the shelves lining every floor, but Nolan doubted there were more than twenty in all. None looked up as Nolan’s group entered; each was enraptured by whatever data cube they were studying. Atrea hurried through the main library room, pausing before a pair of massive double doors. The doors were made of the same blue metal, but unlike the walls they were adorned with vivid scenes of battle, much like the ancient ruins where he and Lena had found the first data cube.

      Atrea withdrew a fist-sized signet from under her voluminous robes, fitting the device into the lock set in the middle of the doors. The signet flared a brilliant red, then the doors opened with a click and a hiss of air.

      “This is unprecedented,” Lena whispered, her tail flicking back and forth excitedly. “No lesser race has ever been allowed to see a master core before.”

      Atrea strode into the room, circling a wide, black table. A cube roughly twelve feet in diameter floated in the air above the table, though Nolan had no idea what kept it aloft. The cube glowed with its own inner light, a mixture of greens, blues, and whites. The lights changed and pulsed as the cube gently bobbed up and down.

      “Please, sit,” Atrea said, gesturing at the odd Primo chairs Nolan had still not learned to sit in. “We can use the table to interface with the master cube.”

      Lena, more graceful than Nolan, settled across the table from Atrea. She was clearly uncomfortable in a chair designed for a race with legs that bent the opposite way, but she mastered it well.

      “I am skipping as many of the more tedious formalities as I can,” Atrea said, raising a trembling hand to place a jeweled cube in the slot set into the middle of the table. “If you’ll tell me why you’ve come, and what data you wish, I can copy it to this cube.”

      “I will also try to be brief,” Lena said, leaning forward and resting her furry arms on the table. “We have evidence that there were, in fact, three great Primo empires. At some point between the first and second empire, the Primo were genetically modified. The added markers were designed to increase fertility and aggression.”

      “Hmm,” Atrea said, blinking her large, lantern eyes. “I suppose you have evidence to support these claims, but that given the time constraints you will not be able to share it? Pity. I’ve long held unpopular notions about the origins of my species, origins that you might be able to substantiate.”

      “Can you help us?” Nolan asked. “I mean, is there data about the first empire? Or the original Primo DNA?”

      “We’ll start there,” Atrea said, placing both hands on the cube she’d socketed into the table. She closed her eyes and the cube began to glow.

      Nolan wasn’t sure what she was doing. Was this a ritual, or some sort of Primo ability?

      After a moment Atrea looked up. “The data transfer has begun. I’m including all references to the dark times, all information about the genetic drift of our species, and the location of every ancient outpost. What else can I add?”

      “Myths,” Lena said, rising from the awkward chair and beginning to pace. “Stories of your origins. Parables and the like. Particularly those including the Void Wraith.”

      “That seems an odd request,” Atrea said, cocking her head to the side. “Why?”

      “If the data we seek were obvious, then it would have been discovered long ago,” Lena said, excitedly. “I believe it may be masked under mythology. There could be real truth buried there, perhaps even the key to unraveling the mystery of the Void Wraith.”

      “Interesting,” Atrea said, giving a single nod. “I’d not have considered that line of thinking. Clearly, I’ve been correct that we should mingle more with the so-called lesser races. My colleagues would not hear of it, of course. They believe you have nothing to teach. If any of our race survive this, I will make a case to have you appointed a full librarian, little sister.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Lena said, her eyes lighting up. “Why, I—”

      The entire library shook. Nolan rose to his feet, drawing his plasma pistol as he scanned their surroundings. They were in the safest place they could be, locked in the vault at the heart of the library. A second shudder rocked the station, this one more violent than the first.

      “What’s happening, Atrea? Do we have a way to find out?” Nolan demanded.

      “Yes, yes…give me just a moment,” Atrea said. She pointed at Nolan’s comm. “You can now access the library’s security cameras.”

      Nolan swiped the screen several times until he arrived at a camera on the edge of the library. His heart sank when he realized what he was seeing. Two Void Wraith harvesters had just rammed the station, and were no doubt dumping full compliments of Judicators inside.

      How the hell had they gotten past the Primo’s shields? So far as he knew, harvesters possessed nothing that would let them ignore a field of that strength. Nolan’s gaze landed on a smaller ship, and he choked back a curse. A Photos-class vessel had just docked, and he was positive he knew which one. That had to be the Sparhawk.

      Kathryn had arrived.

      He looked up at Lena and Atrea. “We need to leave, right now.”
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      Dryker clasped his hands behind his back, staring out the Primo dome. Dozens of tiny freighters flitted from Ceras Station out to the three colonies in this system. All three were terraformed for one purpose: to provide food for the entire periphery. Nearly every outer colony depended on this station for its very survival, especially during the early years when they were getting established.

      Ceras Station was close to the sun, a mere million miles above the surface. Keeping it that close meant the station had to move actively to avoid coronal mass ejections from the star, so it possessed more thrusters than he’d ever seen a station have. Ceras was also larger than anything he’d seen outside the core worlds, large enough to hold ten thousand citizens.

      Behind it he could see two of the three worlds that had been terraformed in the system. New Mars was a red world, though due to its size, the gravity was higher even than Earth. Most of the terraformers who’d colonized the world never left it again. Vega was a small blue world, roughly two-thirds the size of Earth. Its beaches made it a perfect vacation spot, one Dryker had visited twice during his time in the UFC.

      “Why have we journeyed to this system, Admiral Dryker?” Celendra asked, gliding up to join him. She somehow made the awkward Primo gait elegant.

      “If mankind had an official capital of the periphery, Ceras would be it,” Dryker replied, glancing briefly at her before returning his gaze to Ceras Station. “They’re the second-richest corporation in human space.”

      “So you come seeking money?” Celendra asked, her confusion evident. She opened her mouth to speak again, then closed it, shaking her head.

      “I’m sorry, Celendra. I haven’t been very good at explaining myself,” Dryker said, turning to give the Primo his full attention. “I’ve been too focused on keeping us alive, and haven’t spared the time to properly explain. We came to Ceras because they have a contract with the 14th fleet. Their donations account for sixty percent of the 14th’s funding. When Ceras calls, the 14th fleet comes running.”

      “Ahhh,” Celendra said, giving a smile made comical by her tiny mouth. “So you will call the 14th fleet to this place, and attempt to win them to our cause.”

      “That’s the plan,” Dryker said, reaching for his comm. Thanks to the Primo, it was now linked to the Quantum Network. It still terrified him how easily the Primo had done that. “If we’re lucky, one of the Ceras higher-ups is on station right now. If I were her, and I saw a Primo battlegroup enter the system, how do you think I might react?”

      “We’re picking up several communications coming from the station,” Celendra said, looking out the dome at the station. “One of them is utilizing heavy encryption. Ahh, there we go. I’ve decrypted the data stream, and will play the audio.”

      “—get your ass here now,” a woman snarled, in exactly the kind of tone that knew it would be obeyed. “I don’t care how drunk your officers are, or who’s locked up in some local prison. You get every ship in your fleet to Ceras in the next eight hours, or we find another fleet to sponsor next year.”

      “I can’t just strip the periphery,” a tired voice answered. A familiar voice. “I’ll get four capital ships there in the next few hours, but—”

      “But nothing,” the female voice snarled. “You’ll—”

      “I apologize for interrupting your call,” Dryker said, maybe a little too cheerily. It wasn’t every day that disgraced captains showed up with a Primo fleet under their command, and damned if he wasn’t going to showboat a little. “This is Admiral Dryker, and I’m in command of the Primo fleet orbiting Ceras.”

      “Jim?” the male voice said. “Is that really you?”

      “How did you crack this encryption?” the woman roared, drowning them both out.

      “Lady, I don’t really need you on this call,” Dryker said. His time for putting up with corporate bureaucrats was past. “I needed to talk to the acting head of the 14th fleet, and you just put me in touch with him. The Primo aren’t going to harm Ceras. You can go back to your wine party.”

      “Ceras will censure you. You’ll be stripped of your rank,” the woman sputtered.

      Dryker ejected her from the call, making doubly sure her icon had disappeared before he spoke again. “Jamison, I need to ask you a favor. I want you to reach out to captains you trust, no more than a handful. We need the influential people, like Sheng. The ones who can get the rest of the fleet on board with the craziest idea they’ve ever heard.”

      “Why? And what the hell are you doing in command of a Primo battlegroup?” Jamison said. There was no heat to his voice, just confusion. Maybe a little excitement.

      “Because the war with the Tigris is a smokescreen,” Dryker said. He paused to give Jamison a chance to respond, but the man said nothing. “Most of the Primo have been wiped out by the same people who’ve made a third of the periphery go dark. They’re called the Void Wraith, and they’ve got us fighting the cats to weaken both sides. When the war is over, they’ll sweep in and mop up whoever is left.”

      “Okay, let’s say I buy this. Why do you want to gather the 14th? We’re the underfunded 14th, remember? We don’t have the manpower or resources to make a difference. Our whole fleet wouldn’t be the equal of one of your carriers,” Jamison protested, more than a little bitterly. Like most captains in the 14th, he’d been ground down under years of frustration. They were given an impossible job and next to no resources, then left to flounder.

      “Because I can outfit the 14th with Primo weaponry,” Dryker said, his smile leaking into his voice. “Are you interested?”
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      Dryker sat down with Juliard, the last member of the Johnston’s crew to stick with him. She slid deeper into the booth, all but sinking into the torn leather. The short blonde looked like a toddler at the oversized table. Dryker slid in next to her, surveying the bar. He’d been to McMalley’s half a dozen times over the years, and rarely remembered the trip back to his ship. He definitely remembered the hangovers, though.

      “Do you think they’ll show?” Juliard asked, taking a sip of her beer. She scanned the twenty or so patrons suspiciously.

      “They’ll show, but in their own time,” Dryker said, savoring a mouthful of terrible soy beer. At least it was cold. The Primo served all their food at room temperature. “They’re probably having a separate meeting right now. They’ll settle things amongst themselves, then come to meet us.”

      “I think we’re being watched,” Juliard said, looking pointedly down at the table. “There’s a man in a blue shirt next to the door, and another seated at the table two over from us. Both have been staring.”

      Dryker glanced at both men from the corner of his eye, running a quick threat assessment. Then he started to laugh. When Juliard’s shocked face turned up to him, he laughed harder. It took several wheezing breaths to bring the laughter under control.

      “What the hell do you find so funny?” Juliard hissed. “Now everyone is staring at us.”

      “Lieutenant, the men you indicated were staring at you, not at us,” Dryker said, struggling to catch his breath. He shook his head, still smiling. “When was the last time you were in a bar?”

      “I don’t really do bars,” she said, glaring at the men who’d stared at her. Both looked back at their drinks.

      “Here they come,” Dryker said, straightening, then giving a wave.

      Jamison returned the wave, then led a cluster of hard-faced men and women over to the booth. He slid in next to Dryker, and the rest of the captains all slid in after. The booth was elbow-to-elbow by the time everyone had sat down.

      “Sheng, Smith,” Dryker said, nodding to the two he recognized. The former was a Chinese woman in her late sixties, the latter a brick of a man in his early forties.

      “Dryker, meet Hawk, Brenner and Nagabushan.” Jamison gestured at each in turn. “The rest you’ve already met. I told the boys—”

      “There are three women here,” Sheng interjected.

      “I told the crew,” Jamison said, correcting himself, “that you’d be paying our bar tab, and that all they needed to do was listen.”

      “That’s the deal. Have a seat, and order whatever you want. It’s all on my tab. Drink liberally, because my plan is terrible and that will make it sound better,” Dryker said. He reached into his jacket, setting six cylinders on the table. “Each of you take one of these back to your ship. It contains footage showing the battle in the Ghantan system, plus the circumstances leading up to it.”

      “That’s the battle where the Johnston bought it, right?” Brenner, one of the few Aussies in the 14th, asked. “Brass said you bought it too, along with most of the 7th.”

      “That’s the battle,” Dryker said, a knife twisting in his chest at the mention of the Johnston. “The brass is full of shit though, even more so than usual. The whole thing is a cover-up. They lied about what happened, and you’re holding the proof.”

      If Dryker had said that to a table full of captains in any other fleet, odds were good he’d have been on the receiving end of the world’s most enthusiastic ass kicking. The 14th was different, though. They knew they were the red-headed stepchildren of Fleet, and that if the top brass were involved, then the 14th was getting screwed again.

      “This is the part that’s going to be hard to swallow, and before you react I want you to remember that there is evidence proving it on those data drives I passed out,” Dryker said. He took a deep breath, and said the thing that would make or break his case. “The whole conflict with the Tigris is a smokescreen. Higher-ups in both their fleet and ours have colluded to start a war.”

      Absolute silence at the table. Bad country music continued to play in the background. A woman laughed raucously as her date told a joke. Finally, Jamison licked his lips and spoke. “Why would they do that?”

      “This one goes deep,” Dryker said, leaning in close and lowering his voice. “They want to bleed both fleets, to keep us weak so we’re easy to conquer. The people doing this just wiped out most of the Primo fleet. The rest of it? That’s parked on the other side of this system, ready to help us take it to the real enemy in this war.”

      “Let’s say we’re willing to believe this—and I’m not saying we are.” Sheng eyed him dubiously. “Who is this enemy, and what do you expect the 14th to do about it? Throw rocks? We’re not equipped for a full war. We’re a bunch of ancient ships put out to pasture. We police pirates, and barely have the ordinance to do even that much.”

      “You already know the answer, or I doubt Jamison would have convinced you to come,” Dryker said. He pulled his plasma pistol from its holster and set the weapon on the table.

      Sheng grinned at him. That grin spread to every face at the table.

      “I’ve got twenty of these for every captain that signs. Your Marines will have the edge over everyone they fight,” Dryker said, leaning back in his seat. He savored another mouthful of beer while they passed the pistol around. “That’s not all I can offer, though. Hand-to-hand is one thing, but we’re going toe-to-toe with capital ships. Your vessels need some extra punch there, too. We have Primo assault cannons, and using their tech, we can bolt them to your hulls. It won’t be pretty, but you’ll have access to plasma weaponry.”

      “Come on guys,” Sheng said, elbowing Brenner, and waiting for everyone to look at her. “Yeah, I know the gun is shiny. I want them, too. Let’s be real for a moment first. If we sign on, what do you plan to do? Are you going to attack our own vessels?”

      “Just one of them,” Dryker said, leaning over the table to stare hard at Sheng. “The admiralty put us here. Mendez, Chu…probably all of them are working against us. Once the 14th is up to speed, we’re going to hunt them down.”
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      “Open a channel to the fleet,” Fizgig ordered, composing herself on her chair. She’d piled the pillows artfully around her, demonstrating the kind of comfort every captain strove for.

      “We’re broadcasting, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, giving her a deferential nod. Izzy’s snowy fur was pristine, though it hadn’t been, until Fizgig had chastised her about her grooming. Most prideless didn’t understand how important appearances were when determining pride standing.

      “Leonis Pride, hear me,” Fizgig said, making her words bold and powerful. She stared into the view screen, unblinking. “I am Mighty Fizgig of the Claw of Tigrana. I have come to challenge Mow for leadership of the pride. Under the auspices of Tigrana, I will prevail.”

      Fizgig made a gesture, and Izzy stabbed a button on her console. The view screen shifted back to a view of the Leonis fleet orbiting the Tok Shipyards.

      “Hah,” Khar said, giving a rumbling chuckle. Then he began to purr. “Let us see what they make of that.”

      Fizgig’s tail swished, her only reply. Tradition dictated how this would unfold. None of the other captains would speak to her until Mow had replied. If Mow didn’t reply, vessels would flock to her. She’d neatly pinned the old cat. Either Mow faced her, or he lost his fleet.

      “I am pleased to see you live,” Mow’s voice said. The view screen flared to life, showing the bridge of his vessel. “I am less pleased that you would choose the eve of battle to challenge me, especially after having been gone so long. Many questions remain, Fizgig. Where have you been? Why have you returned now? I will not allow you to sow discord among our ranks.”

      “You know where I’ve been, and why,” Fizgig said, rising gracefully from her pillows. She approached the screen, knowing that every captain in the system was watching their conversation. “You orchestrated this war based on a lie. The humans were not responsible for the destruction of our fleet in the Ghantan system. I was there, Mow. And I have proof.”

      Mow leaned back into his own pillows, his tail swishing lazily. “Really? Then how do you explain this?”

      Mow gestured, and a window opened up on the corner of the screen. It showed the battle in the Ghantan system—or a part of it anyway. It was from the perspective of the Tigris vessels, and it showed them being fired upon by a human fleet. The camera showed nothing of the Void Wraith—not their harvesters, their factory, nor their bomb.

      So far as this footage suggested, there’d been a battle between humans and Tigris, one the humans had clearly won. Fizgig’s tail sank a good two inches before she willed the descent to stop. She stiffened, meeting Mow’s gaze.

      “I possess similar footage, but mine shows the true battle. Khar, display our battle recording from Ghantan,” she ordered, waving a paw in Khar’s direction.

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar said, bending to the task. A moment later, the small window in the corner of the screen returned, this time with her version of the battle.

      “Notice the strange blue vessels. They are the Void Wraith,” Fizgig said, triumphantly. “As you can see, they are destroying the human vessel, the Johnston. You can also see their factory, and the bomb they intended for Theras Prime. The human fleet was controlled by agents of the Void Wraith.”

      “A pretty story,” Mow said, his tail still swishing haughtily.

      Fizgig recoiled as if struck.

      “How can we verify any of this from your footage?” Mow asked. “Clearly there is some new race, but that new race is working with the humans. The Johnston was a rogue vessel. They were probably trying to alert us to the humans’ own treachery.”

      “I have all the evidence needed to prove my claims, and I am broadcasting it to the fleet as we speak,” Fizgig said, stalking toward the screen. She glared up at Mow. “You cannot run, Mow. I will hunt you down, and I will tear out your throat with my own fangs. I promise you that.”

      “Will you?” Mow said, rather smugly. Then his expression grew more solemn. “I will give you one chance to survive, Fizgig. One chance to prove that you value your people over the deceiving humans. I’ve just received word that your precious humans are assaulting Tigrana.”

      “Tigrana can hold off any human assault. Even a single orbital platform would devastate anything the humans possess,” Fizgig said, her eyes narrowing to slits. “What are you playing at, Mow?”

      “The prides convened, and we moved the defense platforms to front-line worlds,” Mow admitted, eyes glittering. He knew he had her, and that she knew it. “It was a general vote, and passed almost unanimously.”

      Fizgig froze. For the first time in two decades, she didn’t know what to do. Visions of her world burning filled her mind. The humans raining death on the unprotected Imperial Academy where her four grandkits went to school.

      “What about the fleets?” Fizgig asked, agonized. “At least two prides watch over our world; that is the covenant.” Her niece was about to graduate from the Royal Academy, the first scientist in three generations. Her sister wrote Fizgig about it daily, so often that Fizgig could scarcely keep up.

      “Stripped, to battle the humans,” Mow admitted, giving a heavy sigh. “Again, not my doing. It was voted on by the prides. So you see, Fizgig, we must set aside our squabble for the good of the Tigris. We must save our home world, which is even now under siege by humans.”

      Fizgig’s tail topped to the floor, and this time she didn’t stop it. There was nothing she could say or do to unseat Mow, not if the humans were really assaulting Tigrana.
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      Hannan instinctively checked her weapon’s action, realizing for the hundredth time that Void Wraith tech had no action. The plasma rifle was, for all intents and purposes, a single piece of metal. Its internals were completely covered in artfully crafted curves. The weapon was lightweight, didn’t ever seem to heat up, and took several hundred shots to drain.

      “Sarge, did you feel that?” Edwards rumbled, clomping his metallic frame to the head of the line of much shorter Judicators clustered around him.

      “’Course she felt it,” Annie said, spitting a gob of black over the railing and into the darkness below the walkway. “The dead felt that.”

      The ship shuddered again. Hannan straightened. “Those are impact tremors. Just like the ones we felt aboard the Johnston before we were boarded.”

      “What do you want to do, Sarge?” Edwards asked, shifting from foot to foot. The Judicators around him all took a step back.

      “Someone or something found their way past the Primo defenses. Looks like you’ll finally get a chance to show off, Edwards,” Hannan said, walking over and slapping Edwards’s leg. “We’re going to make for the center of the library. Our goal is to extract Nolan and hightail it back to the ship. Edwards, you’re going to hold the main library room with the smaller Judicators. Annie and I will get to Nolan, then we’ll fall back to you. Everyone know what to do?”

      Annie snapped a tight salute, as did Edwards. A moment later, the Judicators all did the same. Not in unison, but as if each were figuring out for themselves that it was the correct gesture. Jesus, these things learned quickly. Were they all like Edwards, but unable to speak?

      “Let’s move,” Hannan said, shoving down the extraneous thoughts. She didn’t have time for philosophy.

      They trotted up the corridor, a wide hallway that Edwards had no problem navigating. It went on for a good two hundred yards, then opened into a tactical nightmare. There were multiple levels filled with rows of densely-packed shelves. Those would make great cover, and give endless places for snipers to hide. The main room wasn’t any better. The tables could be used for hard cover against low targets, but anyone on the upper floors would just fire right over them.

      “Captain, this is Hannan,” she said into her comm.

      “Go ahead, Sergeant,” Nolan’s voice crackled back.

      “We’ve moved to the central room, and are about to secure it. Where are you in relation to us?” Hannan asked.

      “I’d rather not reveal that, even on an encrypted channel,” Nolan replied. “Secure the main room and we’ll find our way to you.”

      “Smart, sir,” Hannan said. “Hannan, out.”

      She turned to Edwards.

      “I want you to take up a position at the far side of the room, between those shelves. Get low if you can, and sit overwatch on the passages leading into this room. It looks like all entrances come to the first floor.” Hannan scanned the layout as she spoke. “Judicators, listen up. I need alpha squad up to the fourth level, beta on third, and kappa on second.  Annie, you and I will provide ground-cover fire for Edwards.”

      “Yes, sir,” Annie said, trotting after Hannan into the corner of the library, between two shelves. They took up positions about fifteen feet from each other, their fields of fire overlapping to cover the midsection of the room.

      “Sir, should I engage cloak?” Edwards called, loudly.

      “Yes,” Hannan hissed back. “And keep your voice down.”

      Hannan wished Lena had had the time to tinker on the Judicator tech. She’d have given a lot for a portable cloaking device similar to what the Judicators wore. They provided one hell of a combat advantage, and were the primary reason she’d made sure all the snipers were Judicators. It was damned hard to deal with a bunch of invisible snipers.

      Something shimmered at the mouth of one of the tunnels. Hannan was still snapping her rifle to her shoulder when a flurry of shots streaked down from the upper levels. The first blast rippled across an invisible target. The second and third dissipated the shield, and the fourth and fifth reduced the Judicator to scrap and goo.

      “Edwards, wait to engage,” Hannan whispered, using the comm this time.

      She sank into a crouch, waiting for several tense breaths. Then shimmering forms started sprinting through the opening, into the main room. There were dozens of them, all nearly impossible to track. The only indication was the heat shimmer.

      The air filled with plasma blasts from both sides as the Judicators began firing at each other. She glanced at Annie, noting that the soldier was eyeing the combat, but hadn’t yet fired. Good. It was nice to know she had discipline and could follow orders.

      “Now,” Hannan whispered into the comm. She leaned forward, taking aim at one of the heat shimmers, and fired, bracing instinctively for the kick that never came. The lack of kick was the hardest adjustment she’d had to make in adapting to the alien weaponry.

      Her shot caught the Judicator in the leg, its form shimmering into view as it cartwheeled into the side of a table. Before it could rise, Edwards stepped from cover. He darted forward, crushing the Judicator’s head with the heel of his foot. Edwards pivoted, aiming one of the plasma cannons underslung along his arms. It fired a huge burst of blue fire, melting another Judicator into unrecognizable slag.

      “Woohoo,” Edwards yelled. “This thing is awesome!”

      Then the Judicator under Edwards’s foot detonated, launching Edwards into a shelf thirty feet behind him. His metal body crushed the shelf, shattering dozens of data cubes as it crashed to the floor. Hannan compartmentalized the combat, still firing at Judicators as she considered the implications.

      Some of the Judicators exploded, but only ones near strategic targets. It was as if there were someone watching the combat, and only blowing up the ones that helped their cause. That was new, and more than a little alarming.

      Hannan gunned down another Judicator, then another. It was a hell of a lot easier to do with a plasma rifle. Beside her, Annie was doing the same. They’d been ignored thus far, as the enemy Judicators struggled to deal with the snipers above.

      The shelf next to Hannan ceased to exist, its smoldering remnants raining down around her. She looked up, eyes widening. “Edwards, stop screwing around. Someone in your weight class just showed up. Enemy Alpha, eleven o’clock.”
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      Nolan unholstered his plasma pistol, peering through the double doors. He could hear plasma fire in the distance—an uncomfortable reminder that, if the Judicators broke through, they’d be on the master core in moments.

      “Atrea, how’s it coming in there?” Nolan called over his shoulder. Atrea and Lena were clustered around the cube set into the table, bathed by the glow of the master cube above.

      “I am saving the vital essence of an entire culture,” Atrea snapped, her outstretched hands pressed against either side of the cube. “Do not rush me.”

      “We might have enough, if we need to leave,” Lena said, creeping to the doorway and crouching across from Nolan. She pulled out a plasma pistol of her own, though Nolan had never seen her fire it. “If we can wait another few minutes, we’ll be saving countless things that could help us. Since we don’t know precisely what we’re after, I’d recommend letting Atrea work as long as possible.”

      Nolan considered his answer. How long could they afford to stay? Sixty seconds? A hundred and twenty? How did he weigh the risk versus the potential reward?

      “She can have three minutes, then we’re pulling out,” Nolan said.

      “Okay,” Lena said, ears drooping. “I will let her know.”

      Nolan continued to scan the corridor leading back to the library’s main room. Seconds passed, then a full minute. He almost missed the slight shimmer, and it was only a few feet away by the time he reacted. He fell back a pace instinctively, and the motion saved his life.

      A plasma blade flared into existence, descending toward his face in a tight arc. It whizzed through the space Nolan had just occupied, humming so close to his face that he could see individual whirls of superheated particles in the beam.

      Nolan snapped his wrist forward, igniting his own blade. He lunged forward, ramming it toward where he thought the enemy’s chest might be. The disembodied plasma blade snapped up to block, knocking his own aside.

      A flash of blue streaked by overhead, then two more in rapid succession. Nolan risked a glance behind him, wincing when the saw the target. More and more plasma blasts streaked into the master core, until it finally shuddered and went dark. Whatever force had been holding it in place disappeared, and the cube plummeted toward the table. Nolan sprinted into the room, diving for Atrea. He tackled her out of the way as the cube crashed down where she’d been standing.

      “Put your weapons down, Nolan,” Kathryn’s voice called from up the corridor. “You’re outnumbered, and we’d prefer to take you alive.”

      Four figures shimmered into view as Nolan rose to his feet. Nolan recognized Delta immediately, though the other two cyber Marines were new. All three held plasma rifles, and both Delta and the Marine who’d assaulted Nolan had plasma blades. They were armed with Void Wraith tech, and Nolan guessed the belts accounted for the cloaking fields.

      “Captain, we must not let them take the cube,” Atrea said, groaning as she rose shakily to her feet. “It is all that remains of the master cube.”

      “Not helping,” he said, his eyes never leaving the Marine in front of him. The cyber Marine had taken two steps closer, his plasma blade raised.

      If Nolan excelled at any one thing, it was analysis. That was the reason he loved all things tactical—from video games to chess to ship-to-ship combat. He knew how to read a situation, and his read on this one left no room for escape. Kathryn had him dead to rights, and if he tried to fight back all three of them would die. The best he could hope for here was a slight delay, something to buy time for Hannan’s squad.

      “Before I surrender, I need answers, Kathryn,” Nolan said, still watching the Marine. “Why are you doing this? Why are you selling out your race?”

      “I’m sorry, Nolan,” she said, and from her tone Nolan thought she might actually mean it. “You’ll understand soon enough. What’s coming is inevitable, and the best way to minimize the loss of life is to give the masters what they want. I’ll only say it one more time. Lower your plasma blade. We’d rather not kill you.”

      Nolan flicked his wrist, and the blade winked out. Despair clutched at his heart. He was out of options, and judging from the frantic plasma fire in the distance, Hannan was in no position to help.
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      Edwards wasn’t the smartest guy ever to enlist; he knew that. That was part of what had landed him in the 14th to begin with. He rarely knew the right thing to do, unless the right thing was bashing an enemy into submission. Unfortunately, his understanding of when that should happen didn’t line up with his COs’—until he’d met Hannan.

      The shift from being a flesh-and-blood Marine to a giant killing machine hadn’t really changed Edwards much. It just changed how other people looked at him. Before, they’d tried to restrain him. Now, they pointed him at things they wanted dead. It was his favorite part of being an Alpha.

      “I love this job,” Edwards said, leaping twenty feet into the air. Streaks of plasma zipped past him, from above and below. One even hit his right foot, scoring the metal but not causing him any pain or discomfort. Edwards took aim at the Judicator who’d fired, its form hunched behind a table. He fired a single burst, and his target simply exploded.

      He landed in a crouch behind a shelf, then popped up over it to fire at another pair of Judicators. Both died messily. “My favorite part is that all that cloaking crap you do doesn’t work on me.”

      Edwards pivoted to face another pair of Judicators.

      “Guess what? I can see you.” Two more casualties.

      “Edwards, stop screwing around,” Hannan’s voice echoed in his head via the comm. “Someone in your weight class just showed up. Enemy Alpha, eleven o’clock.”

      Edwards felt a stab of uncertainty, for the first time since he’d woken up in this body. What if the enemy Alpha was a better fighter? If it took him out, the rest of the squad was toast.

      So he needed to win. Sarge wanted that thing dead, and Edwards was going to go kill it.

      He sprinted along the library’s outer ring, kicking aside tables as he circled the room. It didn’t take long to spot the other Alpha. It used one hand to fire into the area where Annie and Hannan had taken shelter, and the other to suppress the sniper fire raining down from above.

      “Hey, ugly!” Edwards roared, pounding across the library floor toward the other Alpha. “These things come with plasma swords. You wanna have a go?” Edwards ignited the blade built into his left arm, skidding to a halt amidst the wreckage caused by exploding Judicators and plasma fire.

      The other Alpha turned toward Edwards. It paused for a second as if considering, then extended its right arm. An identical plasma blade appeared, and the Alpha began stalking toward Edwards. As it approached, a smaller Judicator walked in front of it, and the Alpha swatted it aside like a puppy. The Alpha pointed at Edwards, then beckoned with its free hand.

      “Guess becoming a robot don’t strip away pride,” Edwards said, wishing he had a mouth to grin with. He strode forward, launching a brutal strike at the other Alpha. It knocked his blade away, swiping at his side. The blade cut through his armor, exposing circuitry covered in orange fluid.

      So Edwards punched the Alpha in the face. The move caught his opponent off balance, and in that split second Edwards charged up the rifle underslung along his arm. The enemy Alpha tried to take a step back, but it was far too late. Edwards fired, melting its head to slag. The Alpha collapsed to the floor.

      “Yep, definitely love this job.”

      “Edwards, I’ve got two more heavies moving into the room. Move your ass,” Annie screeched over the comm.

      Edwards turned in time to take a blast to the chest that launched him into the shelf behind him. He didn’t feel any pain, but the red areas on the HUD were terrifying. That shot had done some real damage.
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            Didn't See That Coming

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve got me dead to rights,” Nolan sighed, holstering his pistol. Beside him, Lena did the same.

      Kathryn advanced, lowering her own weapon. She smiled at Nolan. “I’m so glad you’re willing to cooperate. I promise that very soon you’ll understand that you’ve been fighting on the wrong side.”

      Nolan was completely unprepared when Delta pressed his plasma rifle to the back of a cyber Marine’s skull, and fired. The Marine’s head simply ceased to exist, and his lifeless body tumbled to the ground.

      That triggered several things at the same time.

      Lena leapt to the shattered remains of the table, yanking the data cube out of the socket. The second Marine, the one who’d attacked Nolan, swung his plasma blade at Delta. Finally, to Nolan’s surprise, he found himself lashing out with his foot, catching Kathryn in the knee.

      She rolled with the blow, staggering backwards and igniting a plasma blade. He should have expected she’d have one. Nolan brought his own blade into a guard position, easing his pistol out of its holster with his other hand.

      Kathryn glided forward, darting like a viper when she was within range. Nolan barely managed to block, knocking the blade aside, and backpedaling into the room. Kathryn pursued, keeping pressure on him, just like Fizgig would have. One of her first lessons had been: don’t give ground, unless you have a reason.

      Nolan did. “Lena, shoot Kathryn.”

      Kathryn’s gaze darted toward Lena, whose hands were busy stuffing the data cube into her satchel. It only took Kathryn a split second to recognize the deception, but Nolan made good use of the time. He swiped low at Kathryn’s belly, and as he’d expected, she hopped back a step to avoid the blow.

      Nolan raised his pistol and fired a gob of plasma at her chest. The shot knocked her prone, but he’d used a low enough setting that he knew it hadn’t killed her. Still, he shot her once more for good measure. It was best not to take chances, not with this much at stake.

      “Done,” Lena said, tucking her arm through the satchel’s strap.

      Nolan glanced at Delta, who was wrestling with the last Marine. Delta ever-so-slowly forced the man’s own blade down, grunting with effort until he plunged the weapon into his opponent’s heart. The Marine twitched, then lay still.

      Kathryn’s form suddenly moved, lunging forward and planting her blade into Nolan’s leg. Every muscle seized up at once, and he collapsed into a twitching pile. Before Kathryn could capitalize on the attack, Atrea stepped up and fired a plasma pistol into her face. Kathryn collapsed next to Nolan, twitching in the exact same way he was.

      “That’s for what you did to the master cube,” Atrea snarled, then knelt next to Nolan. She raised a small blue device, passing it over the area where he’d been stabbed. “She’ll be all right in a moment. I’d recommend restraining her. She wasn’t trying to kill you. There’s almost no cellular death. You were lucky.”

      Feeling returned to Nolan, and he struggled into a sitting position. “Why didn’t she stay down after I shot her?”

      “I believe the device they’re using as a cloaking field also provides them limited protection against plasma weaponry,” Atrea said. She unclipped Kathryn’s belt and handed it to Nolan. “We’ve long theorized that a personal protective field would be possible, but our only hand-to-hand combat is ceremonial, so no one has bothered to test the application.”

      Nolan staggered to his feet, rubbing his temple. Blinding white pains still shot through him every few seconds, but he was more or less functional. He turned to face Delta, who waited impassively for Nolan’s attention. This was going to be an awkward conversation, one they didn’t have time for. “Delta, we can talk about details later, but for now I’m assuming you’re with us?”

      “That I am,” Delta said, licking his lips. His chest was still heaving from the combat. “We need to get out of here fast, before Reid figures out I’m not his puppet. The moment that happens, he’ll yank my strings again. I want to be far away from here when that happens.”

      “We’re just as eager to get out of here. Give me a second,” Nolan said, then raised his comm. “Hannan, give me a sit rep.”

      “Sir, now’s not a great time,” Hannan called back. Something detonated in the background. Plasma fire sounded all around her. “We need to get out of here, and quick. We’re getting the worst of this fight.”

      “Give us forty seconds,” Nolan said, clipping Kathryn’s stealth belt around his waist.
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      Hannan sized up the combat, swearing under her breath. “Annie, shift your fire to the south corridor entrance. Keep it as clean as you can.”

      Annie continued to impress Hannan; she was an economical soldier who knew how to follow orders. Hannan watched as she moved in a low sprint from one shelf to the next, ducked behind a table, then let out a burst of plasma that dropped a Judicator.

      “We’ve got trouble, Sarge.”

      It didn’t take Hannan more than a split second to spot the ‘trouble.’ A flood of enemy Judicators had rushed both stairwells, and were forcing their way to the second level. They burst out, using superior numbers to overwhelm the snipers Hannan had left in place. That reduced the cover fire from above, which allowed more Judicators to reach the stairwells.

      “Captain, this is going south,” she called into her comm. “You’d better run faster.”

      Hannan ducked as Edwards sailed overhead, smashing two Judicators flat. Both detonated a moment later, launching Edwards back into the air with an explosion of concussive force. Hannan braced herself behind cover, and when she glanced out again her heart sank. One of Edwards’s arms had been severed, and there was exposed circuitry along his chest and right leg.

      “Private, can you hear me?” she yelled into the comm.

      “Sure can, Sarge,” Edwards called back, cheery as ever. He began crawling to his feet, using one of the last remaining shelves as cover. “I don’t think I can take too much of this punishment, though. I did for those two Alphas, but if they send another one I think we’re in real trouble.”

      “Annie, how’s that south corridor looking?” Hannan yelled, popping from cover long enough to blow the leg off a Judicator.

      “Not too rosy,” Annie yelled back, pausing to fire another volley. “They’re not coming out of the tunnel, but I think they’ve figured out we’re trying to reach it.”

      “Shit,” Hannan said. She looked at the east corridor, where all the Alphas had come from. The heat shimmers were layered thickly around the door, and she was betting they were massing for another assault. “Edwards, the second you see the captain, I want you to bull rush every Judicator between us and the south corridor.”

      “Yes, sir,” Edwards yelled back, sticking his remaining arm from cover and firing wildly. She couldn’t see if he hit anything, but the answering volley of plasma shots put several head-sized holes in the shelf Edwards was sheltering behind.

      Hannan took a look at the levels above, cringing. The enemy Judicators were clearing the third floor. They’d be on the fourth floor in moments, and that meant the wonderful sniper fire wouldn’t just be gone—it would be replaced with Judicators targeting them. Man, did she miss Mills. He’d have loved this firefight.

      “Let’s move,” the captain bellowed, charging into the room from the north corridor. He layered a series of well-placed blasts into the unsuspecting Judicators, downing three before they were even aware of the new threat.

      Lena came in next, taking out a Judicator herself. She paused to help the most ancient Primo that Hannan had ever seen. Behind them came a familiar black man with chrome eyes. He carried a limp female figure, her long dark hair trailing along the ground as the big man hurried behind Nolan. Hannan recognized both of them from the station where they’d ambushed the captain, and still remembered slamming a pipe into the black man’s face. She wanted to ask why they were suddenly working together, but knew Nolan didn’t have time to explain. If the captain trusted them, she had to as well.

      “Now, Edwards!” Hannan roared.

      Edwards lurched from cover, limping into an awkward run. Hannan popped from cover, as did Annie. Both picked their targets carefully, looking for Judicators trying to stop Edwards. Captain Nolan quickly figured out what they were doing, adding his own fire as he sprinted toward the south corridor.

      Plasma began raining from above, and Hannan ducked to the right as a shot cratered the floor where she’d been about to step. She rolled behind a table, her rifle tumbling across the floor, out of reach.

      “Screw it,” Hannan said. She charged forward, snatching the rifle as she passed. Plasma balls rained down around her, but—miraculously—none hit. She zig-zagged through the wreckage littering the library floor, vaulting the remains of a table to catch up to the others.

      Edwards shoulder-checked another Judicator, knocking it from his path. Then he backhanded another, sending it spinning into the wall. Annie and Nolan were cutting down targets with precision, so Hannan started directing her fire behind them. More and more Judicators were closing, and she did her best to discourage them.

      They reached the safety of the corridor, sprinting headlong down the corridor. Edwards shrunk against the wall, letting everyone pass.

      “What are you doing, Private?” she asked, darting back to Edwards.

      “I’m going to slow them down, sir,” Edwards said, resolved.

      “Screw that,” Hannan said, slapping his leg. It was hot to the touch. “Move your ass, Private. We don’t need a heroic last stand. We need to get the hell off this station.”

      Then Hannan turned and ran. Edwards followed, something grinding in his leg with every clattering step. Bursts of plasma followed them, more than one striking Edwards in the back. He stumbled, but kept moving.

      Ahead of them, Nolan stood next to the airlock door, beckoning them forward. “Go, go!”

      Hannan redoubled her speed, sprinting like she’d never done in her life. She dove into the airlock, landing between Lena and the ancient Primo. Edwards hurried in after her. Plasma splashed the walls next to the door as Nolan pounded the airlock control. Two more plasma bursts shot through, scoring the walls, as the door inched closed behind them, cutting off pursuit.
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      Fizgig clenched and unclenched her claws, staring at the starmap on the Claw’s view screen. Many vessels were still breaking orbit and diving for the sun.

      “What will you do, Mighty Fizgig?” Khar’s voice rumbled behind her. Fizgig didn’t turn to face him. She couldn’t, not yet. Mow had orchestrated the situation masterfully, and for the first time in her life Fizgig felt powerless.

      She studied the vessels moving toward the Helios Gate. Every last Leonis Pride vessel was departing after Mow, headed to war against the humans. A smattering of privateers and merchant vessels were all that remained, the dregs of the Tigris. The prideless.

      Her tail rose a bit, and her shoulders squared. There just might be a way. “Tell me, Khar, what is your lifedream?”

      Khar eyed her quizzically, whiskers twitching as he seemed to consider the question. His words were more deliberate than she’d heard him use before. “I wish to find a pride, Mighty Fizgig. I have long hoped that would be among the Leonis, as that is your pride.”

      “Izzy, what of you? What is your lifedream?” Fizgig asked, watching the snowy cat as she considered. Izzy’s eyes were large and lent her a deceptive innocence, one particularly effective on the humans.

      “Khar has spoken it, Mighty Fizgig. I wish to find a home, to be a part of a pride. Your pride.” Izzy’s ears were fully erect, her eyes even wider than usual as she awaited Fizgig’s reply.

      Fizgig considered both answers for long moments, her tail swishing lazily behind her. This would be a bold move, one that no one would expect. Mow assumed her removed as a threat, but she was about to show him exactly how mistaken he’d been. It meant breaking tradition, but there was no law forbidding it. Just because it hadn’t been done in over a century didn’t mean she couldn’t do it.

      “Izzy, open a channel to the entire system,” Fizgig ordered, moving to sit on her chair. She straightened her cushions, forcing herself to affect a grace and poise she didn’t feel.

      “We are connected, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, nodding demurely.

      “Mighty Tigris, hear me,” she boomed, her voice filling the bridge of the Claw. “All know who I am. Fizgig Mankiller, Fizgig the Scourge, Fizgig Swift-Death. I have lived my life among Leonis Pride, for they were the strongest. Today, Mow proved that is no longer the case, and for the first time I am ashamed to be Leonis.

      “So I have decided that I am Leonis no longer. I renounce my name. I am Fizgig Prideless.” Fizgig rose from her chair and stared directly into the screen. “Today I build a new pride: Pride Fizgig. Any Tigris who stands with me will have a home in this pride. All are welcome, no matter your lineage, or past glory. Stand with me, and we’ll show the Leonis what strength is.”

      Then Fizgig made a slashing motion, and Izzy terminated the feed.

      Fizgig took a deep breath, tail flicking behind her as she stalked back to her chair. Would they come? Was she right about the lifedream of nearly every prideless?

      Several moments passed. Khar eyed her silently, more introspective than he’d been when he’d served under her. It was a welcome change, a sign of his growing maturity. That would be important in the days ahead. He was the one most likely to succeed her, though Izzy was another possibility, even if she couldn’t yet see it in herself.

      “Sir, we’re being hailed. By several vessels,” Izzy said, glancing at Fizgig, then back at her console. “Over a dozen vessels have hailed us. Nineteen. Make that twenty-two.”

      “Open a channel to every vessel that hailed us,” Fizgig said, giving her pillow one last fluff before settling into her most regal pose. She waited until Izzy nodded before speaking. “Your boldness is rewarded. You are prideless no longer. Now, we go to war, to teach our enemies the meaning of fear. Not against the humans, but against Mow.”

      She turned to Izzy, making another slashing gesture. Fizgig didn’t speak until the view screen had returned to a star field. “Pick the four smallest vessels, and dispatch them to the other prides. They must be told what’s happening with our home world.”
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      Dryker imagined that most of the captains among the 14th were more than a little nervous. He would have been, in their place. Seven Primo carriers moving into their ranks was just a tad threatening, especially when a single carrier could handily wipe out the entire 14th. Dryker would probably have wet his pants when the drones started flowing out of the carriers. Normally those drones meant swift death. They swarmed the human vessels, but instead of attacking, each drone extended a mass of long, spindly arms.

      “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.” Sheng’s voice came over the comm. “We could all be space debris in seconds if the Primo get testy.”

      “Just sit tight and enjoy the free service,” Dryker replied, watching as drones began towing cannons to each vessel. Little specks of blue began appearing at the end of each drone’s arm—some sort of torch, Dryker imagined. The idea that attack drones could also effect repairs was mind-boggling. It made them far more versatile than he’d have guessed, and uncovered another layer of Primo technical superiority.

      Dryker’s comm buzzed. He fished it out, realizing it was Fizgig calling. Dryker looked around. Celendra and her guards were within earshot, but no one else. Dryker tapped the Accept button. “Glad to see you’re still kicking. What have you got to report?”

      “Catastrophe,” Fizgig hissed. Dryker had never seen her so agitated, not even when she still believed he’d blown up one of their science vessels. “Your fleets have attacked Tigrana itself.”

      “That’s suicide. There’s no way we could breach your defenses,” Dryker said, utterly confused.

      “Normally that would be true,” Fizgig said. She paused. “What I tell you would be considered treason, but I trust that you will not take advantage of this fact. Mow has moved the orbital defense platforms. He has stripped the fleets. Our world is unprotected, save for a few privateers.”

      “Oh my God,” Dryker said, nearly dropping the comm. “Mow and Mendez must have worked together to arrange this. Do you have any idea what’s going on with the battle?”

      “Not yet,” Fizgig said, sighing. “I have gathered the few troops I can, and am going there now to try to stop Mow. I do not know what you can do to convince the humans to stand down, but whatever it is…do it. You do not understand the depth of hatred that attacking our world will cause.”

      Dryker disagreed silently. He knew exactly what effect attacking Tigrana would have—and that, if they didn’t stop it, the Void Wraith had all but won the war.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            46

          

          

      

    

    







            Interrogation

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan took a deep breath before entering their makeshift brig. He wasn’t looking forward to this part, but he needed answers, and quickly. Lena and Atrea were hard at work sifting through the data they’d found, though Atrea was inconsolable about the loss of the master cube. Even if the Void Wraith left the library intact—and they wouldn’t—it meant that priceless knowledge had been lost forever. Nolan was no scholar, but even he felt the impact.

      Hannan and Annie were enjoying some well deserved rack time. Only Edwards was unoccupied, so Nolan had set him to watch the prisoners. Edwards was still missing an arm, but several tiny blue drones worked continuously on the other battle damage. They swarmed around him like flies on a rhino.

      Nolan stepped into the ‘brig,’ an area of the Void Wraith ship that had been used to harvest humans. It involved large, clear tanks, usually full of an amber liquid. The tanks were strong enough to withstand plasma fire from Edwards, which made them perfect to use as cells.

      Nolan strode down the row of tanks, stopping in front of the last two. Delta stood in one, metal arms crossed as he stared impassively at Nolan. The other tank held Kathryn, whose expression couldn’t have been more the opposite of Delta’s. She wore her emotions openly: pain and regret mingled with guilt. He’d seen them before, and suspected they were there to appeal to his softer side.

      Kathryn was canny enough to know that the only card she could play was Nolan’s feelings. Her OFI training would allow nothing else.

      Nolan couldn’t afford to be caught in that trap, so he hadn’t even spoken to her yet. He wouldn’t, not until he felt ready to deal with her.

      “Edwards, open Delta’s tank about six inches,” Nolan said, nodding to Edwards.

      The private raised his remaining arm, pressing it against the terminal. A moment later Delta’s tank cracked open with a hiss. A small gap appeared, not enough to slip through, but enough to speak.

      “Hello, Delta,” Nolan said, nodding. He rested his hand on his sidearm, careful to keep out of arm’s reach.

      “Hello, Nolan,” Delta said, returning the nod. “This is the first interrogation, I take it? Standard OFI? Get the baseline, to give you something to compare future interrogations against?”

      “That’s the general idea, yes,” Nolan said, smiling grimly. He knew Delta had been in the UFC, but beyond a brief dossier he didn’t know much about the man’s life before he’d been…changed. Once upon a time, Delta had been Captain Edison, with a redacted file dating back at least a decade.

      “You’re deviating from protocol,” Delta said, scratching at the corner of his eye, where chrome and skin met. “Shouldn’t you have at least one other officer here to observe?”

      “Probably. I’m not a part of OFI, or even the UFC any more,” Nolan said, shifting his weight to his other foot. He should have brought down a chair. “We’re not here to talk about me, though. We’re here to talk about you. Why don’t we start with why you chose to betray your employers?”

      “You remember the first time we met, back on Coronas 6?” Delta asked, face as impassive as ever.

      “Yes.”

      “When you captured me, I told you a bit about the chip they were using to control me.” Delta winced, raising a hand to his temple. After a long pause, he continued. “That chip is still in my head. It’s a behavioral modification chip. I do what it wants, and I get rewarded with pleasure. I don’t do what it wants, and it makes me crave death. Just talking about it gives me the worst—”

      Delta’s hand shot out, and Nolan took an instinctive step back. His weapon was out of its holster, aimed at Delta. Delta wasn’t paying attention, though; he’d braced himself against the wall of the tank. His teeth were gritted, and a sheen of sweat dotted his forehead now.

      Nolan had seen pain before, and this was some of the worst. He waited until Delta’s breathing had slowed a little before speaking. “So you’ve been coerced into helping Reid, you saw an opportunity to get free, and you took it?” he asked, keeping his tone neutral.

      It sounded a little too convenient, but if Delta had wanted to harm Nolan, all he’d have had to do was let Kathryn take him. If this was a deception, Nolan had no idea what the motive was.

      “That’s the gist of it, yeah,” Delta said. He’d gone a shade paler, but was composing himself. “I’m hoping you can use all this Void Wraith tech to get the chip out. In exchange, I can offer two things.”

      “What would those be?” Nolan asked, glancing at Kathryn’s cell. She stared at Nolan, head cocked as if trying to puzzle out the conversation even though she couldn’t hear it.

      “First, if you can deactivate my chip, you can deactivate it in others. At least a quarter of the senior officers in the UFC are now chipped,” Delta explained. “More and more captains are brought into the fold every day, all answering to Mendez. He’s training them like dogs, breaking them so they’ll do what they’re told. You want to stop Mendez and get humanity fighting the right enemy? It starts with deactivating my chip.”

      “Okay,” Nolan said, nodding. He definitely agreed with Delta’s assessment about the chip being the top priority. “What’s the second thing?”

      “I can tell you about the thing they put in her,” Delta said, nodding toward Kathryn. “I can also tell you who, or rather what, she works for. Be ready, though. This shit is going to give you nightmares.”
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      Nolan walked over to the brig’s wall, set his back to it, and slid to a sitting position. He stared at Delta, struggling to comprehend the story he’d just been told. It was outlandish, more than a little terrifying…and absolutely plausible, given everything they knew.

      “Tell it to me one more time,” Nolan said, resting his hands in his lap. “I want to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”

      “Yeah,” Edwards said, his heavy metal frame scraping across the floor as he crept a little closer to Delta’s vat-cell. “Tell us about the Eye. That’s some real creepy shit, right there.”

      “All right,” Delta said, calmly. He folded his arms, and they clinked when he did so. “I know this is a lot to take in. I’ll hit the highlights again. There’s a giant floating eye in the Jakaren system, near something Reid called a supermassive black hole. This thing is alive. It gets in your head; I could feel it slithering through mine. All sorts of ships were there to feed the Eye, and I’m positive I don’t want to know what it does with the people being dropped off on the surface.”

      Delta shook his head, paling. He cleared his throat, then continued.

      “Anyway, this Eye creates these larvae, like a bunch of little tadpoles—or maybe leeches. It turned out that was why we’d gone there, to pick up a load. They use these things to subvert people, and Reid left with an entire canister. Hundreds of these things.”

      “And one of them is inside Kathryn?” Nolan asked, shifting his attention to Kathryn’s vat. At some point she’d also gotten tired of standing, and now sat cross-legged in the center of her cell. Her face had gone impassive; all attempts to appeal to his emotions were gone.

      “I’m afraid so,” Delta said, also looking at Kathryn. “If you’ve got a way to get it out of her, I’d do it quick. You remember when I was first running with Reid, before you and your girlfriend caught me? He’s deteriorated a lot since then. I’m betting whatever that parasite is, it kills the host eventually.”

      “Lovely,” Nolan said, rising restlessly. “Ship, have you been monitoring this conversation?”

      “I have,” Ship responded.

      “Is there a way to scan Kathryn? To identify this parasite somehow?” Nolan asked, looking up. Ship wasn’t anywhere, so looking up didn’t make a lot of sense, but he couldn’t help but imagine she was above him somewhere. There. He’d called Ship she. When had that happened?

      “I believe so,” Ship responded. “I can have a scan prepared. It will take time to calibrate the scan, otherwise the burst of radiation would kill the prisoner.”

      “Make doubly sure the test is safe before you administer it,” Nolan said, then corrected himself. “In fact, contact me when the test is ready. I want to be here when you administer it.”

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” Ship said, cheerfully.

      Nolan turned back to Delta. “Now let’s deal with the problem we can attack. Ship, can you use this scan, or a related sensor, to trigger some sort of EMP inside the vat?”

      “I believe so. If we modulate the burst correctly, it will deliver a concentrated EMP, without much of the accompanying radiation. However, it is still possible that the subject may experience inadvisably high levels,” Ship cautioned.

      “Do it,” Delta said, mouth firming into a line.

      “All right,” Nolan said, rising to his feet. He approached the vat. “Edwards, close the cell.”

      Edwards scraped his way back to the console, and the opening in the vat closed. Nolan met Delta’s gaze, raising a questioning eyebrow. Delta nodded.

      “Administer the pulse, Ship,” Nolan commanded. He braced himself, but nothing visible happened. No sudden flash of light, or explosion of sound. Nothing.

      “The pulse has been administered,” Ship said.

      “Open the cell six inches again, Edwards,” Nolan ordered.

      The cell slid open. Delta stood, panting, one hand planted against the glass. He stared off into space with those chromed eyes.

      “I can’t see,” he said, his eyes roaming as he looked around.

      “The EMP probably shorted your eyes,” Nolan suggested. “We’ll have the ship take a look in the Judicator assembly area. Do you feel any different?”

      “I’ll find out,” Delta said, sinking to his knees. He braced himself against the glass, as if he expected to fall. “My name is…Carl Edison.”

      Then Delta began to sob. His body was wracked with them, and he huddled down into a fetal position. Nolan approached the glass, heartfelt pity for the man overpowering everything else. They’d been enemies, but not by choice.

      “We’ll pay them back for this, I promise you,” Nolan offered.

      The words had a profound effect. Delta stopped sobbing. He uncoiled, rising slowly back to his feet, and facing the gap in the glass with those unseeing eyes. “We’ll get them back all right. I’m going to kill Reid, and then I’m going to end Mendez. They’ll never do this to anyone, not ever again.”
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      Lena chewed the end of her stylus, aware that the poor thing was scored with teeth marks. It was a guilty habit she’d picked up at the Academy on Tigrana, and she did it unconsciously when reading. Fortunately, she stocked a lot of extra styluses for just that reason. She fished a fresh one from her satchel, turning back to her sketch.

      “Which story are you reading, little sister?” Atrea asked, peering over at the drawing. “What an odd image. What are you doodling?”

      “This is my interpretation of the Forge,” Lena said, eyeing her work critically. The artful curves made the vessel look similar to modern Primo vessels, but she’d made it larger, and given it a number of weapons.

      “The Forge,” Atrea said, leaning forward in her chair. “That’s an old story. One of the oldest. You think you’ve found something significant there?”

      “Possibly,” Lena said, uncertainly. She found the older Primo scholar intimidating, and felt like a prideless next to a Leonis matriarch. “I have a theory, anyway.”

      “Let’s hear it,” Atrea said, waving a hand over her tablet. The screen went dark. “I’m sure whatever you’re about to say is more interesting than Miffar’s interpretation of the Void Wraith ‘myth.’”

      “Well,” Lena began, curling her tail in her lap. She took it in both hands, speaking slowly. “The myth says that the Elder Gods did battle with the Void Wraith. I can’t find many references to these Elder Gods, but those stories that do reference them claim that they gave birth to the Primo. That certainly sounds like an earlier group. It’s possible that these Elder Gods are the first Primo empire, and that this tells the tale of the first war with the Void Wraith. If that’s the case, it sounds like the Void Wraith were defeated by the Forge.”

      “That’s a logical interpretation,” Atrea said, giving a tiny smile. “If you are correct, that might mean that the Forge was a real vessel, and if so it might be one we could still locate.”

      “That’s it exactly,” Lena said excitedly. “The myth says the ship returned to the Birthplace. If I’m right, that Birthplace corresponds to a celestial body somewhere. Maybe the original Primo home world?”

      “Quite possibly,” Atrea said, bobbing her head. “I know of a number of potential sources of information on the Birthplace, but all are among our most ancient lore. I do not know if we salvaged enough to provide the actual location.”

      “I have an idea there,” Lena said. She spoke to the air around her. “Ship, can you hear me?”

      “Affirmative, Lena of Pride Leonis,” Ship said, cheerfully.

      “I’d like you to reference all mythology you have access to, and have it sent to this terminal,” Lena commanded, grinning at Atrea. The scholarly woman hadn’t made the connection yet, but she would.

      “You can’t mean…” Atrea said, her tiny mouth falling open into a comically small O. “You possess a data cube from the second Primo empire?”

      “We do,” Lena said, grinning. Her tail writhed anxiously in her grip. “This VI doesn’t contain an entire archive, but its knowledge is considerable. Since the second empire wasn’t as far removed, they may have clearer information about this Forge.”
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      “Sir, the Veracruz is reporting drive issues,” Juliard called. She sat at the makeshift CIC station Dryker had had assembled the previous day. Now that he was running a human fleet in addition to the Primo, he needed the instrumentation necessary to command them.

      “Tell them we’re moving out in ten minutes. If they can’t get the problem isolated they’re to effect repairs, and get there as soon as possible,” Dryker instructed, shifting uncomfortably on the Primo throne.

      He’d considered taking one of the few capital ships from the 14th as his flagship, but had ultimately decided it would be better to stay aboard the First Light. Being aboard a destroyer again would be wonderful, but it wouldn’t do much for cohesion between the two races.

      “Sir, the Orion is on the line,” Juliard said.

      Dryker connected his comm, audio only. “This is First Light actual; go ahead, Orion.”

      “Sir, if the Veracruz stays behind, we’re losing our only battleship,” Sheng said. “The Orion is a frigate. We could have our generator moved to the Veracruz in under an hour, if Veracruz gives us a little more manpower.”

      “You’re willing to sit this one out?” Dryker asked, more than a little surprised. Sheng had a bloodthirsty reputation, which was why she’d ended up in the 14th.

      “No, sir. I figure my crew can be distributed to other vessels. I also think you need a first officer,” Sheng said, bluntly.

      “All right, I’ll notify the Orion. Have your drive wired up to the new Primo weaponry. Their main core can handle normal ship functions, which should remove enough of the load for it to work,” Dryker said, musing aloud. He turned to Juliard. “Have Sheng brought aboard and get that drive shuffled, Lieutenant.”

      Juliard bent to her station with a nod, and Dryker enjoyed a full twenty seconds of silence before Celendra spoke. “Admiral, I’ve received word that all Primo are in place. There is some hesitation about having our people aboard your ships, but I have reassured them that we will not be treated as expendable.”

      That last was part question, and Dryker knew she was looking for reassurance. He wasn’t good at this crap, but he did his best. “Let them know that we’ll keep them out of direct combat. All they need to do is ensure their weapons keep working. That’s the only possible way we’re going to be able to reach Mendez.” Turning to Juliard, he asked, “Lieutenant, have we heard from the Essels yet?”

      “Negative, sir,” Juliard said, then corrected herself a moment later. “Strike that. They’re entering the photosphere now. Captain Ygris is hailing us.”

      “On screen,” Dryker said, forgetting there was no screen on the First Light.

      Celendra waved a hand, and a portion of the dome shifted to show Ygris’s grizzled face. The man looked like he’d been through a wood chipper, scars criss-crossing both cheeks. “I’ve got that data you wanted, sir. Broadcasting it now.”

      “Give me the short version,” Dryker said, stepping from the throne and approaching the part of the dome where Celendra was displaying the captain’s face.

      “The 5th, 11th, and 4th are already here,” Ygris explained. “They’re in a defensive position, orbiting Tigrana. Sir…it’s bad. They conducted a sustained orbital bombardment. The entire southern continent is gone, sir.”

      “And the Tigris forces?” Dryker asked, stifling the hot surge in his belly. Were they too late?

      “It looks like the entire Leonis Pride is moving to engage. At least seventy ships, sir,” Ygris said, scrubbing thick fingers through his bristly hair. “I’d lay odds on the Tigris. They’re pissed off, and even if they’re a little outnumbered, they’re fighting for their homes.”

      Ygris was right. If the battle played out, both sides would be savaged so badly they’d never recover. They had to stop this. Had to.
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      Fizgig strode through the halls of her ship, shoulders squared and tail held high. The ship would never recover, and entire sections were open to space. Yet she still flew, and Fizgig was proud of her. The Claw had a soul of her own, and that soul would never give up. No matter the odds.

      Fizgig made her way deeper into the ship, the whir of power tools and the shouts of techs coming from up ahead. She strode purposefully onto the deck, pausing to survey the fighter bay. The handful of remaining darts had been gathered into the area closest to the functional launch tube. The few racks of ordinance were stacked near them. There were precious few of either, but at least her crew had been replenished.

      They stood in neat, even ranks. The only notable exception was the techs, and even they paused in their work. Every last pair of eyes was on her. She stared back, proud and a little sad. These people had been marginalized for so long that they were willing to risk everything just to earn something she’d taken for granted her whole life: a name.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” the crowd chorused, nearly three hundred Tigris throats booming together. Every last soldier snapped to attention, and if there were a few stragglers, at least they’d made the attempt.

      Fizgig stalked forward, prowling back and forth in front of the crowd. She studied them in silence for long moments before finally speaking. “We are Fizgig Pride. We are family. The first thing your family will teach you is honor. You are the equal of any Leonis. Remember that, and hold your head high.”

      More than one soldier straightened at that, and most adopted proud expressions. For many, it was the first time they’d been acknowledged by an officer, let alone a Pride leader. The ember of pride that had taken hold in each was delicate, and would need to be stoked, until it became a raging inferno. The way to achieve that was simple: victory.

      “Our plan is simple, but devastatingly effective. We will allow the Leonis to engage the humans.” She stopped pacing and raised her Primo rifle to her chest, displaying it proudly. “Admiral Mow will lead from the rear, like the coward he is. We will ambush him, and wrest the fate of our people from his bloody corpse.”

      She stabbed the pistol up into the air, firing a blast at the ceiling. Answering blasts rippled through the crowd, mostly slug-throwing weapons, stolen or purchased from humans. Eventually Fizgig raised a paw, waiting three seconds for silence. Most fell into line, but a few still fired and laughed.

      “Silence!” Fizgig roared, cutting off the stragglers. “Today you will learn discipline, the coin with which you will purchase greatness. Act like warriors. Dismissed.”

      Fizgig turned on her heel, stalking from the barracks and into the Claw’s aft corridor. She circled around to the top of the ship, taking the only remaining route to the bridge. The Claw was just as bedraggled as Fizgig’s new pride.

      That didn’t deter her. If anything, it seemed fitting. She was old, and she was weary. So, too, was the Claw old and weary. Both should have returned to the home world long since, to foster the next generation of kits while waiting for Tigrana’s embrace.

      Fizgig took her time reaching the bridge, using the time to visualize Mow. She pictured her paws around his throat, saw herself biting down savagely and ending his life. That had always been the way of it for her, seeing the kill before she made it. It gave her a certainly, a knowing of sorts. She knew Mow would die, and that she’d be the one that took his life.
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      Nolan suppressed his agitation as Kathryn’s tube filled with pink light. Lena manned a terminal near Edwards, bent almost double to scan some sort of readings. Kathryn gave no outward sign of discomfort, peering curiously at the light surrounding her. Of course, no outward sign didn’t mean much. If Lena or the ship had misjudged the proper amount of radiation, Kathryn would die within days.

      “Nolan,” Lena said, finally straightening from the panel. She clasped her tail in both paws. “The test will take roughly two minutes. During that time, there is something you need to know. Atrea and I debated telling you, as we aren’t positive, but we think we’ve found something important.”

      “Something that could help us?” Nolan said, perking up slightly. They desperately needed a win at this point.

      “During the original Primo empire, they utilized something called the Forge. Sometimes this is referred to as a place, other times as a weapon. It’s unclear precisely what it is, but several myths from the second Primo empire suggest it was a vessel,” Lena explained, blinking those feline eyes. “If I am correct, that vessel was never destroyed. The myths say that it was returned to the Birthplace.”

      “And you think this Forge could help us against the Void Wraith?” Nolan asked, intensely curious. “And that it’s still around, even after so many thousands of years?”

      “Yes, and yes,” Lena said, nodding. “The Primo built the Forge after they were first attacked by the Void Wraith. They used it to create the technology that later became their ships and weapons. The Forge was part research vessel, part weapon. By itself, the ship would be incredibly formidable, but it likely contains technological secrets beyond even the Primo’s most advanced levels.”

      The implications were staggering. Nolan suddenly understood one of the possible motives this Eye might have. Assuming it was overseeing the creation of an army in the Milky Way, it would be just as interested in the Forge as they were. Nolan couldn’t be certain, but this certainly seemed like a reason to blow up the Primo libraries. If a ship like that existed, you’d definitely want to prevent your enemies from finding out about it.

      “You said it returned to the Birthplace?” Nolan asked, his excitement mounting.

      “I did,” Lena replied, ears drooping. “Atrea and I have no idea where the Birthplace is, not yet anyway. We’ll continue to study, but some of the data we needed was destroyed back at the library.”

      Nolan stifled a surge of frustration. Just when he’d thought they might have a leg up. There was nothing for it, though. They had to fight with the weapons at hand. If they managed to end the war between humans and Tigris, maybe then they could find this ship.

      The console behind Lena began beeping. She turned to face it, raising a hand to her mouth. “Oh, my. Nolan, you need to see this.”

      Nolan hurried over, bending to study the data Lena was looking at. It showed a mass of red tendrils spiraling through Kathryn’s body, a thin latticework that traced the nervous system and led to a thick mass centered around the base of the spine.

      “Can we remove it?” Nolan asked.

      Lena shook her head sadly. “This is way beyond my capabilities,” she said. “Our best neurosurgeons would be hard-pressed to do anything. This thing has effectively merged with her nervous system. I have no idea how we’d kill it without killing her.”

      “All right,” Nolan said, taking a deep breath. There had to be a way to fix this, not just for Kathryn’s sake.

      Though, he had to admit, it was mostly for her sake.

      “There’s more bad news,” Lena said, swiping the screen until it showed another graph. “That’s the rate of advance. This thing is taking over more and more of her body. If the process continues, I’d guess she has no more than six to eight weeks before it kills her.”

      As terrible as it was, Nolan didn’t give in to it. They had a job to do. He couldn’t help her, but he’d already helped Delta, and could help countless others.
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      “So that’s the story,” Nolan explained, resting his hands on the conference room’s chrome table. “We need a way to disable the chips, something wide-scale enough to affect them all at the same time. We’re some of the best and brightest out there. Suggestions?”

      Lena and Atrea looked at each other, as if each was unsure who should defer. Nolan caught Hannan hiding a smile out of the corner of his eye, clearly amused by the scholars as they tripped over each other trying to be polite.

      “I believe we may have a way,” Atrea said, resting a leathery hand on Lena’s shoulder. “Lena, please correct me if you have a better approach, but we don’t need to disable all the chips. We merely need to disable the transmitter. Who holds the leash? Eliminate that threat, and it won’t matter if these men have chips. They’re not dangerous if no one can activate them.”

      Nolan blinked at the simple audacity of the suggestion. It made sense. He held his tongue, waiting for the others to offer their opinions of Atrea’s idea before he weighed in. That was a trick he’d picked up from Dryker.

      “How will we find the transmitter?” Hannan asked, suddenly more interested in the conversation. “If it’s Mendez, won’t he just issue his orders before the battle? Delta, how often do you receive orders on that thing?”

      “Almost never,” Delta said, his words just above a whisper. He’d been mostly silent since Ship had used the Judicator assembly to restore his eyesight.

      “Excellent point,” Nolan said, drawing everyone’s attention. “The only way we’d be able to find the transmitter is if we were able to bait the person in control into using it. Delta, what kind of circumstance might force them to use it?”

      “Hmm,” Delta said, rousing from his funk. “I’d guess one of two men will be holding the reins, either Admiral Mendez or Admiral Chu. Those are the top dogs among the human brass. One of those two men is likely to be in charge of the assault on Tigrana.”

      “It will be Chu,” Nolan said, without hesitation. His eyes narrowed, as he considered his former benefactor. “Mendez is too smart to be caught in the open like that. Chu likes glory, so I’m betting Mendez puts him in charge of the battle. We find a way to force Chu to activate the chips, which identifies his flagship. Then we attack that ship.”

      “What if you’re wrong about the person in charge?” Lena asked, sipping her tea as if she were drinking from fine porcelain instead of a military surplus cup.

      “It won’t matter,” Nolan said. “Whoever uses the chip is in command, so if we get a signal we take down whoever is using it.”

      “We’re down to a handful of Judicators, just the ones that were being repaired when we hit the library,” Hannan cautioned. “Edwards is in a bad way, too. He needs a major refitting. Even if he didn’t, he’s not going to fit through a UFC starship’s corridors. That means it’s the people in this room, plus a handful of expendable robots, to take on an entire capital ship. Their Marine detachment will be at least thirty-six men, and that’s if it’s been stripped. It’s much more likely they’ll have over a hundred battle-trained Marines.”

      “That’s why they can’t be allowed to see us coming. We’re going to use Void Wraith cloaking tech,” Nolan said. He couldn’t help but grin as he pressed the button on the top of his new belt buckle. A tingle of static electricity rippled out from the belt, up to his head and down to his feet. A moment later, Hannan’s jaw fell open. Nolan tapped the button again and the field dissipated. “We have four of these. That’s enough to get a small infiltration team onto the bridge. They won’t be ready for plasma fire, and they won’t see us coming. We kill Chu, and take the chip transmitter.”

      “That still leaves the issue of the chipped soldiers,” Delta cautioned. He seemed uncomfortable with everyone staring at him, but after clearing his throat he finally continued. “If they receive an order, they’ll follow it. Even if we stop Chu, the captains will follow whatever order he gives. They’ll take suicidal action, and if he tells them to ram the Tigris, they will.”

      Nolan considered that, waiting to see if anyone else spoke. No one did.

      “We’re going to have to jam the chip’s quantum entanglement,” Nolan finally said, the plan forming as he spoke. “We can get the entanglement from the chip in Delta, and when we hit the system we can start broadcasting. That will prevent the person from giving the order.”

      “How do we detect that person transmitting?” Atrea asked in her gravelly voice. She leaned forward, meeting Nolan’s gaze. “If you jam the entanglement, then you block the very signal you’re monitoring for.”

      “Good point,” Nolan said, sighing. “I can’t think of a way around that.”

      “Pardon me, Captain,” Ship said. “I may be able to solve that problem.”

      “How?” Nolan asked, glancing up.

      “I can write an algorithm that will monitor the entanglement. Any time it detects an activation, it will also activate,” Ship explained. “This will log any attempt to use the network, and prevent the bulk of any message from arriving.”

      “Your algorithm wouldn’t be detected until it started jamming, right?” Nolan asked, already warming to the plan.

      “Precisely, Captain,” Ship confirmed. “It would lay dormant until a signal was detected.”

      “Then I think we have a workable plan, people,” Nolan said, rising to his feet. “Hannan, I want a detailed assault plan for a team to reach the bridge undetected. See what you and Annie can come up with. Lena, Atrea, keep working on this Forge.”

      “Captain, we’re receiving an incoming transmission,” Ship said.

      “Put it on screen,” Nolan said. A moment later, a hologram sprang into existence on the far side of the room. It showed a weary-looking Captain Dryker, still aboard the cavernous Primo vessel.

      “Nolan, we’ve just arrived in-system at Tigrana. You need to get here. Now,” Dryker said, expression pained. “The Tigris are beginning their assault on the human fleets. The 11th is bombarding the planet.”
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      Mendez was tired. The joining had provided him with many abilities, but using them came with a cost. Every day, he added another layer of exhaustion, and he knew he couldn’t keep this up forever. Sooner or later, he’d buckle under the strain. He suspected the larva knew that—counted on it, even. That was troubling, but there was nothing he could do about it. God knew he’d tried. Over and over, at first. Now he accepted his role.

      “Connect me with Chu,” Mendez ordered, withdrawing a cigar from the breast pocket of his uniform. He took his time cutting the end, and then lighting it. By the time he’d taken his first puff, the view screen had flickered to life.

      Chu’s bridge was older than Mendez’s ship, and the stations on Chu’s vessel were still manned by active personnel. Mendez could see at a glance that they were terrified of Chu, and for good reason. He looked positively ghastly atop the captain’s chair, his belly and limbs slightly distended. His skin was nearly translucent. If Mendez needed any proof that the larva meant ill for him, the proof was in Chu’s health. How long had Chu been implanted before he’d done the same to Mendez? That would determine the timetable, the amount of time Mendez had before he looked just like Chu.

      “What do you want, Mendez? The Tigris are about to launch their assault. I need to attend to the battle,” Chu said, his eyes narrowing in distaste.

      Mendez had grown used to the contempt, and could hardly blame Chu. Chu had been the one to recruit Mendez, and before that had been the top agent among the admiralty. Now that was Mendez, and Chu had no one but himself to blame.

      “That’s why I’m contacting you, actually,” Mendez said, giving Chu a friendly smile. “I wanted to clarify how this battle is to be conducted. I’m broadcasting a series of deployment orders now.”

      Chu glanced down at his data pad, his scowl deepening as he read. After nearly a minute his eyes shot up, spearing Mendez. “I can’t give these orders. Some of these are suicidal. This is career ending. I’ll be stripped of rank, if we even survive.”

      “Regrettably,” Mendez said, without an ounce of regret, “the masters have decided that such a sacrifice is necessary. You’ll send the best unimplanted captains to their deaths. The Tigris are receiving similar orders. Those likely to oppose us, on both sides, need to die in this battle. Casualties need to be immense. Is that understood, Admiral Chu?”

      Chu’s face twisted in emotional agony. He wrestled with it, seemingly unable to speak. Mendez waited patiently, letting the man twist. He truly did regret losing an agent with Chu’s influence, but the damage they’d inflict here made the sacrifice worth it. Today would mark the beginning of the end for all resistance to the masters.

      In one fell swoop, they’d wipe out the strongest parts of both humanity and the Tigris. After this, the implanted parts of their fleets would outnumber unimplanted parts. They could co-opt both species’ militaries, using them to speed the masters’ conquest. More, this attack ensured that the two races would never be able to unite.

      “I understand,” Chu finally said.

      “Good. Best of luck, Admiral,” Mendez said, then he severed the connection. He glanced at one of the drones jacked into the bridge. “Take us to the star’s nadir point, then dive for the Helios Gate. I want to be gone by the time this battle gets underway.”
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      Chu wiped at his forehead, shocked when he saw the streak of red across the back of his hand. That wasn’t sweat. It was blood. He began to tremble, struggling to hide from the truth he simply couldn’t admit: the larva was still growing. As it grew, it fed on him. He was dying, sacrificed to the masters in a very literal way. He could feel it slithering through his nervous system, infecting every part of him like a cancer.

      What terrified him the most was how much he welcomed it.

      “Sir,” one of his bridge techs called. He hadn’t bothered to learn their names. “The Tigris fleet will intercept in sixty seconds. Do you have orders you wish to convey to the captains? Several have already hailed us.”

      “Yes,” Chu said, straightening despite the pain that had crept from his back into his chest. “Have the Defiant, the Equilibrium, the Sojourn, the Midway, and the Rebel move to intercept. The 11th will continue their orbital bombardment. The rest of the fleet will stand by for additional orders.”

      The tech protested. “Sir, are you sure—”

      “Relay those orders, Lieutenant,” Chu said, silencing the lieutenant with a chopping gesture.

      “Aye, sir,” the lieutenant said, moving back to his console.

      Chu understood the man’s protest. By continuing the bombardment, they would weaken their defense and drive the Tigris into a suicidal frenzy. The Tigris would stop at nothing to destroy the 11th fleet, the one that had belonged to Admiral Kelley until recently. It was the single largest concentration of loyal officers in the fleet, and if the Tigris wiped them out it would break the back of UFC resistance.

      Chu watched as the vessels he’d named drifted from the rest of the fleet. They moved out alone, five ships against seventy. Would this be the order that convinced the chipped captains to mutiny? It might be. Were Chu the man he’d been before the larva, he’d certainly have defied these orders.

      Chu’s hand drifted to the little black box in his pocket, which reassured him. If the chipped captains rebelled, at least he possessed the means of bringing them back into line. They’d do their duty, killing loyal Tigris and humans alike. When the dust settled, Chu would be dead, but the masters’ plan would be that much closer to completion.

      Chu was racked by a fit of coughing, and raised his hand to see specks of blood all over his palm. It wouldn’t be long now. His only regret was that he wouldn’t be around to savor that victory, or to see what hatched from his corpse.
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      A ragged mixture of human and Primo vessels emerged from the star’s corona, moving far enough away to escape the worst of the magnetic fields. That would allow them to scan the rest of the system, and allow Dryker to get a feel for the disposition of the assembled fleets before he engaged. He watched as the dome flickered briefly, then icons began to appear.

      Dryker stood resolute, watching the single most horrifying event he’d ever witnessed play out before him. The 11th fleet continued to bombard the surface, little streaks dropping from each vessel. Moments later mushroom clouds dotted the surface. Then more streaks, and more clouds. Most of the planet’s southern continent was coated in dust and ash.

      “Our records indicate that the southern continent was the most densely populated,” Celendra said, shifting her weight as she stared at the planet. “Rarely have we seen an atrocity on this level. Were there no Void Wraith threat, if the Tigris petitioned us to wipe out humanity, I believe my people would do it.”

      “I’m not sure they’d be wrong to,” Dryker said, deeply disturbed by what he was witnessing.

      A mass of Tigris ships had been automatically tagged with blue triangles. The moment they registered, the human vessels became orange squares. Five squares broke from the main human fleet, moving to intercept. Nearly seventy triangles overwhelmed those squares. The move puzzled Dryker for a split second, until he remembered that the whole goal of this attack was to wipe out loyal human captains.

      This needed to be stopped, as quickly as possible. The longer the battle went on, the more vessels on both sides would be destroyed. But how did you stop a war between races who had every reason to hate each other, races with a history of violent conflict?

      He had to try.

      “Celendra, can you broadcast me across the Quantum Network to all human vessels in system?” Dryker asked.

      “Yes, give me a moment to establish the connection,” Celendra said, touching a button on the bracelet on her wrist. Her skin was lighter than it had been the day before, more sky blue than sea foam. Was that typical for Primo? “There. You are live, Admiral.”

      “Attention, officers of the UFC,” Dryker began, licking his lips, then plunging forward. “Three months ago, a battle took place in the Ghantan system.  Humans and Tigris worked to stop a common threat. The people behind that threat twisted what happened there to convince our races to go to war. The Tigris are not our real enemy. Right now, each of you is receiving proof to back up my claims. Footage from battles with the Void Wraith, and evidence that the admiralty has been infiltrated.

      “I know this is a big ask, but if we expect our race to survive I need you to listen,” Dryker said, wishing he could see the faces of the captains listening. Were they? “You can see that I’m surrounded by a Primo fleet. Most of the Primo have been wiped out, but the few remaining are willing to help us against a common enemy. Every vessel we lose today weakens us for the war to come.

      “So I call on you to join me. Stop fighting the senseless war with the Tigris. For the love of God, stop bombarding their planet. You’re breaking the accords,” Dryker said, his voice cracking. “We’re giving them every reason to hate us. Is that what we’ve become? Do you really believe it’s okay to bomb women and children? Stop being used. Save your race. Or die senselessly, helping your enemies.”

      Dryker stopped talking, and a moment later Celendra tapped her bracelet. She turned slowly, hesitantly, to face him. “Do you think they will listen?”

      “I don’t know,” Dryker said. “We’re trained to follow orders, even orders we don’t understand. But the evidence I broadcast will make a lot of the captains think. I wished we’d gotten here several hours ago. Now that combat has begun, it will be more difficult to convince them to pull away from it.”

      Dryker watched as the Tigris finished savaging the five vessels that had moved to engage them. They were now moving to circle the rest of the human fleet, to engage the 11th. The smart tactical decision would have been to have the 11th break off to engage, while the rest of the fleet flanked the Tigris.

      Instead, the 11th continued their bombardment. The rest of the fleet sat there, clustered away from where they could protect the 11th. It presented the 11th’s belly to an enemy already whipped into a frenzy. So Dryker tried again.

      “Captains of the 11th, this time I’m speaking directly to you. You can see the Tigris closing with you. Cease your bombardment, and retreat to take shelter with my fleet. I’ve got the bulk of the 14th, and half a dozen Primo warships,” Dryker explained. “If you aren’t willing to stop because of your conscience, do it for your survival. You are about to be wiped out to a man. For what?”

      Dryker trailed off. Now all he could do was wait.
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      Nolan toweled off, pulling on his uniform as quickly as he could. If the only thing Annie ever did was install showers, she’d have more than earned her keep. Dear God, he loved that woman.

      He was jittery and exhausted, the result of prolonged stim use. He needed real sleep, but that wasn’t happening today. Nolan buckled on his stealth belt, tucking his plasma pistol into the holster Annie had modified for him. He was continually impressed by her ability to improvise. She claimed the “underfunded 14th” was spoiled, and infantry would kill to have the castoffs the 14th disparaged. After seeing her handiwork Nolan had more respect for his ground-bound servicemen cousins.

      He clipped the bracelet around his wrist, knowing he’d need his plasma blade on the way to the bridge of Chu’s vessel. The blade was a much quieter method of killing, and stealth would be key as they infiltrated his ship. He was far from a master in its use, but given his success against Kathryn and her cyber Marines, he felt confident he could hold his own.

      “Captain, the admiral has begun his speech,” Hannan’s voice crackled from the comm.

      “Ship, broadcast Dryker’s speech shipwide,” Nolan ordered.

      He listened as Dryker tried to convince the fleet captains to defect, and by the time the admiral was done Nolan was moving at a fast walk toward the bridge. Hannan and Annie were already there, but Atrea and Lena had closeted themselves down in the brig. They were studying the organism they’d found in Kathryn, trying to find a way to kill it without killing her. Since neither was good in a combat situation, he preferred they stick to a problem they might be able to solve.

      “Captain,” Delta said, striding onto the bridge. He seemed less hesitant than before. Maybe the few hours’ nap had given him time to bury the intense emotion he was going through.

      “We can’t keep calling you ‘Delta,’” Nolan said. He hadn’t brought up the man’s real name, because it seemed to pain the big Marine. “How do you want the crew to address you?”

      Delta was silent for a moment, considering. When he finally spoke, it was on the heels of a grim smile. “‘Delta’ is just fine. They gave me the name as a curse, a way of breaking me, but they failed. So I’ll take their name, and use it against them. I’m the weapon they made, and I’m going to do as much damage to them as possible. Besides, I can’t just go back to being Edison. They’ve scrubbed that part of my life away. Whoever I am going forward, it isn’t that same officer.”

      “Well said,” Hannan offered, clapping Delta on the shoulder. “Everyone in the 14th is a little tarnished, and we’ve all got checkered pasts. You’ll fit in great with this crew.”

      “And don’t worry about your cybernetics,” Edwards said from the corner. Most of his battle damage had been repaired, though his left arm was still missing. “I mean, I’m a frigging Judicator, right? You’re, like, the fifth weirdest person on board. You totally belong here.”

      “Ship, are you standing by with that algorithm?” Nolan asked, watching the fleet dispositions change on the holographic display. Dryker had finished his speech, but in the two minutes since, not a single vessel had broken away to join him.

      “Affirmative, Captain,” Ship said. “I haven’t detected any transmission using that quantum wavelength.”

      “Bring us closer to the massed human fleet,” Nolan said, folding his arms. He was damned thankful for the Void Wraith cloaking tech. They could move freely throughout the battle, certain that their enemy was unaware of their presence. “Chu is there somewhere, on one of the capital ships. Probably one hanging back from the actual fighting. Let’s get into position. He’ll slip up, and the second he does, we engage.”
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      “Sir, the Tigris have engaged the 11th,” a tech said.

      Chu ignored him, studying the view screen. The 11th had stopped their bombardment, and was shifting to engage the Tigris. They were outnumbered about three to one, and in a poor tactical position.

      Tigris ships slammed into human vessels, devastating the entire outer line. The 11th began to buckle, ships trying to fall back without going into a full rout. Now was the time a good commander—the kind of commander he used to be—would step in.

      “Have any of our ships responded to Dryker or broken away?” Chu asked, fingering the black box in his pocket. He’d use it if necessary, but would prefer to avoid that.

      “No, sir,” the lieutenant said. “Sir, the 11th is taking devastating losses. Are you sure you don’t want to issue new orders?”

      Chu drew his sidearm and shot the man in the face. The shocked officer collapsed bonelessly to the deck. A tiny plume of smoke rose from the barrel of Chu’s pistol. He stared from bridge officer to bridge officer, but none was willing to meet his gaze. The survivors were all chipped, and they knew the kind of pain he could inflict.

      “Who’s trained to assume this fool’s station?” Chu demanded.

      Another lieutenant rushed forward, this one a short, redheaded woman in her early forties. She snapped a hasty salute, carefully averting her gaze. “I am, sir.”

      “Good, take over. And have someone clean up that mess,” Chu demanded, returning to the captain’s chair.

      The 11th had shifted their formation, and the rear vessels had moved to reinforce their line. They were engaging the Tigris, who were starting to take casualties as well. The final outcome wasn’t in question, but the move bought the surviving officers of the 11th some time. That wasn’t a good thing, but there was little Chu could do, except withhold the the help they needed.

      Pain stabbed through Chu’s chest, black fingers settling around his heart. He could feel something slithering inside of him. Growing. Readying itself to emerge. It was a horrifying feeling, and part of his mind recognized that he should be doing everything possible to remove the parasite before it killed him.

      The greater portion of his mind understood that this new being was superior to him in every way, and that giving his life to birth it was the only right, the only proper, course of action. He reached up to touch his cheek, and it came away bloody.

      He needed to conclude this battle quickly.
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      Dryker’s heart broke as he watched the Tigris devastate the 11th fleet. Dozens of ships were burning, on both sides. The 11th was fighting back now, but they didn’t have a prayer, not without assistance. Part of Dryker wanted to go to their aid, but attacking the Tigris would be playing right into the Void Wraith’s hands. He needed to stop the combat, not escalate it.

      “I have some idea of what you must have felt when the Void Wraith attacked Theras,” Dryker said, taking a step closer to Celendra. The two might as well have been alone, as the dozens of interested Primo lined the back of the room. Not a single one spoke, each watching the battle with their expressions blank. Dryker knew there was some sort of tradition there, as this had the feeling of ritual. Damned if he knew what it meant, though.

      “I believe you do,” Celendra said, eyeing him sadly. A bead of milky sweat trickled down her forehead. “Would that there was an easy way to stop the fighting. Do you have another tactic?”

      “I’m going to try one more time,” Dryker said, nodding. “Go ahead and broadcast.”

      Celendra tapped her bracelet, then nodded to Dryker.

      What the hell was he going to say that he hadn’t already? What would convince the humans to break away?

      The truth, that was what. Maybe that was the smartest way to flush him out, though. It might also convince some of the captains.

      “Captains of the UFC, I’m going to try this one more time,” Dryker said. “You can see the 11th being wiped out. Admiral Chu is standing by, keeping you out of the battle. You’re watching your brothers be slaughtered, and doing nothing to help them. What do you think will happen to you when the Tigris are done with the 11th? Do you think they’ll let you leave? Of course not. You’ll be wiped out, and that’s exactly what Chu wants. If you want to live, join me. You don’t have to die here.

      “I know that many of you are reluctant to do that, because you’ve been implanted with a chip. That chip is embedded in your nervous system, and causes blinding pain if you don’t do what they tell you,” Dryker said, then paused. “We have the means of disabling that chip. Every man that retreats will have that chip removed, and together we’ll take down the bastards that did this to you.”

      Dryker motioned to Celendra, and she tapped her bracelet again. Dryker clasped his hands behind his back, watching the combat. A single orange square broke off from the 11th, then another. A moment later, three squares broke away from the main battlegroup.

      Then another handful. Then another. All were headed toward Dryker’s fleet.
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      Fizgig smiled grimly as the Claw led their fleet into battle. They’d used Tigrana itself to shield their approach, and so far as they knew Mow was oblivious to their presence.

      “Izzy, use the planet’s gravitational well to accelerate,” Fizgig ordered. She dug her claws into one of the cushions, slicing the fabric and exposing the feathers within. The loss of control bothered her, but she wasn’t the only one feeling the strain. Khar paced back and forth in front of the weapons station.

      Their new crew shifted, all struggling to sit still. This was the pivotal moment, the moment they either stopped Mow, or died in the attempt. Everything hung in the balance, and they all knew it. They’d known it for the past three hours, the length of time it had taken their fleet to circle Tigrana.

      They’d prowled the stars the same way their ancestors had prowled the jungles—swift, silent, and deadly. Now they skipped along Tigrana’s dense atmosphere, the hull flaring red as they accelerated.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy growled over her shoulder. “Our enemy is unaware. Mow’s vessel is in the rear, as you predicted. It has a cluster of seven Peregrine-class vessels around it. What are your orders?”

      “Fleetwide,” Fizgig said, leaping to her feet. She prowled to the screen, her tail lashing back and forth behind her. “Hear me, Pride Fizgig. Pride Leonis has its belly exposed. Bring death to the vessels surrounding the traitor Mow, but leave his death to me. If our enemies surrender, you may accept them as prideless, or slay them if you choose. Teach them to fear our name.”

      “Mighty Fizgig!” roared Khar, and the cry was taken up by the rest of the bridge crew. Fizgig made no move to silence them, and she shook her head when Izzy looked at her questionably. Let the fleet hear them roar their defiance before battle.

      Then they were within visual range. Eight specks gleamed ahead of them, each resolving into a Tigris vessel as they approached. The specks moved slowly, and Fizgig narrowed her eyes when she realized why. They were prowling behind the bulk of the Leonis Pride, watching while their brethren fought and died against the humans killing their home world. She’d known Mow would do it, but seeing it made it more real. And it infuriated her.

      Fizgig considered giving Izzy the order to ram, but snapped her mouth shut. That was micromanaging. Izzy was the most skilled pilot she’d ever worked with, and the simplest way to get the result she was after was to let her people do what they were best at.

      The Claw shuddered as Izzy increased their speed. She tapped a button on her console, and her voice echoed through the corridors of the ship. “Brace for impact. Boarding teams, stand by.”

      The Claw rose, drifting away from Tigrana’s atmosphere. They came up low under Mow’s ship, at a much greater speed than most would attempt. Fizgig had complete confidence, but most of the rest of the crew had never flown with the snowy-furred prideless. Well, formerly prideless.

      Crew muttered, and a mangy male who’d lost an ear prayed to Tigrana under his breath. Fizgig smiled, seizing the arms of her chair. She tensed her muscles, watching Mow’s vessel grow larger and larger. Its surface gleamed, and Fizgig could already tell what point Izzy had marked. She was aiming for the spot between the two dart ports. It would stab Mow’s vessel in the throat. Fitting. If she pulled it off, they would enter the ship near the bridge.

      The screen went dark briefly as the entire ship lurched, their momentum suddenly dropping to nothing. The internal dampeners did what they could, but were simply not designed to handle the reduction in velocity.

      “To me!” Fizgig roared, her voice thundering across the bridge. She sprinted from the room, up the corridor toward the aft side of the ship.

      By the time she reached the boarding tube, two teams had already moved inside. They were a ragtag mix, their armor just as mismatched. The only similarity was the weapon each carried. Each bore one the of the plasma rifles Nolan had given to Fizgig upon her departure.

      “Khar?” she asked, purring loudly.

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar said, stepping forward. “I took the liberty of selecting the best fighters, and outfitting them with Void Wraith technology.”

      “Well done, Khar,” Fizgig said, dropping from the boarding tube to the deck of Mow’s ship.

      The waiting Tigris scanned the corridor, but there was no obvious threat. Fizgig narrowed her eyes, considering. Why hadn’t Mow opposed them? It made no sense to give up such a potent tactical advantage.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy called, her voice coming from above. She dropped soundlessly to the deck next to Fizgig. “The oxygen is lower than it should be. Take a deep breath.

      Fizgig did so, and realized immediately what Izzy meant. Her breathing began to quicken. “This isn’t impact depressurization. They’re pumping the air out of this part of the ship. Move. Move now.”

      She harvested a fresh crop of rage from deep within her belly. Mow was trying to murder them, rather than fight. There could be no more shameless act for a Tigris. This was cowardice, pure and simple.

      So Fizgig ran. She knew the layout of Peregrine-class vessels better than any officer living, because she’d served on them for four decades. She pounded across the deck, skidding around a corner and up the next corridor. There was still no opposition, and the longer she ran the more light-headed she became.

      Her crew followed, a dozen warriors panting after her. Khar was in the lead, then Izzy. A ten-foot gap opened after them, with her new crew struggling to close it. Fizgig finally slid to a halt when she reached a closed bulkhead. This was where Mow had drawn the line.

      “Oxygen,” Fizgig gasped, “is on the other side of that door. Get the right side, Khar.”

      She rested her free paw against the wall next to the door, then flicked her wrist. A crackling blue plasma blade appeared, and Fizgig drove it into the door where it met the deck. Khar realized instantly what she wanted, and started doing the same.

      Spots danced across her vision as Fizgig slowly dragged the blade upward. It cut a glowing red arc up the metal, moving inexorably toward the similar arc Khar was carving. Behind her, Fizgig could hear her troops gasping. Most had sagged against the walls, struggling to stay on their feet.

      She pulled harder, driving the plasma blade the last six inches. Khar’s blade joined their work into an arch, and Fizgig planted her shoulder against the door. She lacked the breath to explain her plan, but fortunately Khar knew what to do. He planted his shoulder next to hers, and they began to push. Nothing. Fizgig tried again, straining against the metal. It was too heavy, and she couldn’t think clearly.

      Then Izzy was next to her. Then a Tigris she didn’t recognize. Then another. Together, they heaved as one. The door slid an inch, two inches. They strained harder, pushing the door into the corridor beyond. There was a sharp pop that made her ears ache, but the pain was welcome. Fizgig drank deep lungfuls as the pressure equalized. They’d done it. Now all they had to do was find Mow.
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      Chu watched helplessly as another vessel departed, joining the small fleet heading toward Dryker. Less than a third were going, but how long would it be before more decided to join them? No, he needed to stop this. Now.

      “Fleetwide,” Chu ordered. The new lieutenant, he’d already forgotten her name, nodded when the connection was ready. “All captains, this is Admiral Chu. You are to treat departing vessels as hostile. They are now traitors to the UFC. Eliminate any ship that departs our battlegroup.”

      Chu settled back into his chair, clutching at his tailbone with both hands. He gritted his teeth against the pain, but it didn’t subside. It hadn’t. Not for the last several minutes. If anything, it was getting worse.

      “Sir, several more vessels have broken off,” the tech said.

      “On screen,” Chu ordered through gritted teeth.

      The screen showed four more vessels departing the main battlegroup to join Dryker. The rest of the vessels just let them go, without firing a shot. They were disobeying a direct order. Many of those captains bore a chip, and should have known better.

      “I’ll just have to remind them of their duty,” Chu said, smiling cruelly as he fished the black box from his pocket. It was a master transmitter, linked to hundreds of chips throughout the fleet. Chu considered singling out the captains who were defying him, but decided a more universal lesson was necessary.

      He’d remind them all. Chu selected the maximum pain setting, then pressed the tiny red button. He held it in place for a full ten seconds, knowing that every affected soldier was now writhing in agony.

      Or they should have been. Chu’s officers were chipped, yet beyond a brief flinch not a single one reacted. They stood there, continuing their work as if nothing were happening. Chu stared uncomprehendingly down at the transmitter. Why wasn’t it working?

      It was impossible for those with implants to suppress the pain. The only reason they’d be on their feet was if the chips weren’t getting the signal. For that to happen…

      “Someone is jamming the signal,” Chu breathed, the realization drowning out the growing pain. He straightened painfully, darting the lieutenant a panicked look. “Withdraw from the fleet. Immediately. Get us to the Helios Gate!”
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      Nolan watched the battle unfold, aching to intervene. Keeping the harvester cloaked was the single most difficult combat decision he’d ever made. Yet it was the right decision. He needed to be free to act when Chu slipped up, because if they could stop Chu, they freed dozens of captains.

      “Captain,” Ship said. The sudden voice caused Nolan to jump. He was wound tightly. They all were. “I’ve just intercepted a signal to the chip. That signal has been neutralized. I’ve marked the vessel where the signal originated with a white diamond.”

      Nolan scanned the holomap until he spotted the new icon.

      “That’s it,” Nolan said. “Ship, move to engage. Hannan, as soon as we grapple, this is your show.”

      Hannan nodded, rising from where she’d been resting against the wall. “We’re ready to go whenever. Edwards will guard the boarding tube while the rest of us make the push for the bridge. All three Judicators are standing by.”

      “Still feels a bit like suicide,” Annie said, giving her plasma blade an experimental wave, then flicking it off. She reached into the pocket of her overalls, shoving a small handful of chew into the corner of her mouth. “At least we’ve got some damned cool toys.”

      Nolan ignored them, focusing on the tactical holomap. The ship with the white diamond was breaking away from the mass of orange squares, moving steadily toward the sun. It was at full burn, pushing hard to get away from the battle. Nolan considered that. Why would Chu suddenly break and run? He’d already been in a tactically unwinnable scenario. What had spooked him?

      “He knows the chips are disabled,” Nolan finally said aloud. “Hannan, I realize this won’t change much, but they know we’re coming. I’d expect heavy resistance.”

      “Noted, sir,” Hannan said. She withdrew an energy bar and tore the wrapper, then started chewing. “I’m very concerned. This is my concerned face.” Her expression was deadpan.

      Nolan laughed. Annie joined in. Even Delta smiled. It felt good, though it was short-lived. It trailed off into smiles, and Nolan focused on the holomap once more.

      “Ship, how long until intercept?” Nolan asked.

      “While under cloak, our maximum speed is reduced. We won’t reach the target for three minutes and seventeen seconds,” Ship explained. “If we remove our cloak, that will shorten to one minute and forty-two seconds.”

      “Keep the cloak up,” Nolan said, hefting his plasma rifle. “Inform us when we’re about to grapple Chu’s vessel.”

      Nolan nodded at Hannan, who turned and walked briskly down the gleaming corridor. They threaded through the ship, working their way down the wing until they were near the tip. Their last three Judicators were already there, each standing at perfect attention. They’d formed a line near the thick blue door leading to the boarding tube.

      “I know we all know what to do, but I’m going to run through it one more time, as a sanity check,” Nolan said. “Hannan will take point. We’ll make our way to the bridge, trying to avoid any resistance while we do. No shots fired, unless we have no other choice. Once we reach the bridge, we’ll locate Chu and neutralize him. Ideally we take him alive, but if we can’t that’s fine.”

      “You left out the part about escaping,” Annie said, spitting a gob of black into the corner. “How are we getting out, with or without Chu?”

      “That part you aren’t going to much like,” Nolan said, glancing at Delta. The big black man lurked near the Judicators, watching. “When we take Chu, we need to take his transmitter. Chu is a paranoid bastard, and I’m betting most or even all of his crew are chipped.”

      “So you’re going to do the same thing Chu did to break them?” Delta asked. His tone was neutral, but Nolan didn’t think it was accidental that Delta’s hand dropped to his plasma pistol.

      “Only if we have to. There’s every chance his crew will defect once they see Chu go down, but if they don’t I’ll use the chips, yes,” Nolan said. His mouth firmed to a tight line. “I need to know you can handle that, Delta. If it’s our lives, I’ll do what I have to do. There’s more than just us riding on the line here. Either we win, or they do. If they win, a whole lot more people are going to be chipped. Or worse. If I need to get my hands a little dirty to stop that, I’m doing it.”

      “Fine,” Delta snarled, turning to face the blue metal door. Nolan felt Hannan relax behind him. She’d coiled like a spring, no doubt ready to take Delta down if he’d proven to be a threat. Nolan was glad it hadn’t come to that.

      “Captain, impact in seven seconds,” Ship said, cheerfully.

      Nolan braced himself against the wall, and the others did the same. There was a shudder as they impacted, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d been expecting. The Judicators didn’t brace themselves at all, rolling with the vibration like sailors at sea.

      The door slid up, revealing the inside of Chu’s flagship. The clean corridors reminded Nolan of a higher-tech version of the UFC Johnston, which stoked his anger. Her death could be laid at Chu’s feet.

      “All right, Hannan,” Nolan said, turning to face the shorter Marine. “This is your show.”
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      Fizgig panted as she faced the war horde behind her. A dozen Tigris warriors in mismatched armor, each holding one of the most devastating weapons in the galaxy. Mow had the advantage of training, but she had firepower.

      “Ready yourselves for battle,” Fizgig growled, loudly enough to be heard by those close to her, but not a full shout. No need to advertise themselves to Mow’s warriors. Not just yet, anyway. “Beyond this point, we will be assaulted by the best Leonis has to offer. These Tigris are battle-hardened, and they will die before surrendering. Cut them down. Show no mercy.”

      Then Fizgig gave the door one final heave. It toppled inward, clattering to the deck with a boom that echoed through the ship. Beyond it, as expected, crouched several Tigris warriors. They wore black armor, and each carried a polished black shotgun.

      Even as they began raising their weapons, Fizgig was firing. She let off two bursts of plasma, each catching one of the waiting Tigris in the chest. They toppled to the deck screaming, their armor turning molten from the shots. They struggled to remove it, but the armor had melted too much to allow them to release it. It was a horrible way to die.

      Before Fizgig could fire again, Khar was pushing up the corridor, firing repeatedly. Two more enemy Tigris dropped, but several others took aim and fired. Khar staggered back, his armor catching the worst of the shots. One caught him on his unprotected forearm, and he gave a roar of pained rage. He charged forward, igniting his plasma blade as he came down on the Tigris who’d shot him.

      The shorter female brought up her rifle to block, but Khar’s weapon sliced through the metal. His humming blade continued, slicing through the flesh where her neck and shoulder met. She collapsed to the deck in a spray of blood that drenched Khar.

      Two more Tigris shot Khar, and he fell to the deck. Fizgig began moving to intercept, but Izzy was already there. The snowy white Tigris darted forward, a plasma pistol in each hand. She let off a flurry of shots, dropping the two Tigris seeking to pounce on Khar.

      The battle dissolved into chaos, as Tigris on both sides closed to melee. Screams and roars sounded all around Fizgig as she glided into combat. She gave in to her feral instincts, cutting down foes as quickly as they appeared. She had no idea how much time had passed by the time the battle haze faded.

      Fizgig looked around, panting heavily. Several of her new crew were down, but most were still up. Over a dozen enemy bodies littered the deck around them. Now it was time to advertise their presence, to let their enemies know that death approached.

      “Look!” Fizgig roared, pointing at the corpses littering the corridor. “They are the best Leonis have to offer. They carry the honor of the pride. Yet you, prideless a day ago, have slaughtered them on their own vessel. We. Are. Mighty.”

      The warriors around her took up the cry, howling their fury until it echoed down the corridor, and through the rest of the ship. Fizgig let it go on for long seconds, long enough that every last Leonis would hear. Then she raised a fist. Silence took longer than it should have, but it came after a few moments.

      “We make for the bridge,” Fizgig said, turning to face her people. “It is time to end this.”
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      “Listen up,” Hannan snapped, in her best drill sergeant voice. Annie, Delta, the captain, and even the Judicators snapped to attention. “Keep five feet between you and the next person. Move quickly and quietly. No speaking unless we’re about to be attacked. Any questions?”

      “Nah, but since I can’t go make sure you bring me a souvenir,” Edwards said, waving with his remaining arm. He’d taken up a defensive position, and Hannan felt a little bad for anyone that stepped into his firing arc.

      Everyone else shook their heads, so Hannan strode into the docking tube. She pressed the button on the top of her belt buckle, wincing as the itchy feeling settled over her skin. Moving at a fast walk, she hurried up the corridor and away from the entry point.

      Since their vessel had been cloaked when they’d attacked, the enemy soldiers would have been caught off guard. They’d have no way of knowing where the breach point was, and it would take a squad of Marines at least two more minutes to locate it. By then, she wanted to be far away from here.

      Hannan hugged the aft corridor, circling along the outside of the ship. It wasn’t the fastest way to the bridge, but it was also a whole lot less predictable. Hopefully, Chu’s Marines wouldn’t even know they’d been boarded until Hannan’s squad burst onto the bridge.

      They made their way slowly, eventually reaching a lift. Hannan paused beside it, looking down one side of the corridor, then the other. She moved over to the shimmer she was sure belonged to the captain, then breathed softly in his direction. “If we take the lift to level A, they may see it coming.”

      “Do it,” the captain whispered back. “Speed matters as much as stealth.”

      Hannan tapped the button next to the lift, filing inside when the doors opened. Other shimmering figures pressed in behind her, and she frowned as the doors slid shut. The cloaks were potent, but in an enclosed area like this they wouldn’t matter. This was basically a kill box, and when the doors opened it was quite possible Chu would have soldiers waiting.

      “Switch your stealth field to shield,” Hannan ordered, turning a dial atop her belt buckle. She shimmered back into view, and the others did the same. “Captain, Annie, take a knee. Delta and I will fire over you.”

      Everyone took their positions, two ranks ready to fire the instant the door opened. They waited tensely, and Hannan realized she was holding her breath. She forced herself to breathe normally, resting her index finger on the plasma rifle’s trigger guard as she waited for the doors to open.

      Ding.

      The doors slid open, and a thunder of automatic weapons fire began. Bullets filled the tiny elevator, and Hannan was knocked back a step from impacts. She recovered quickly, firing wild bursts of plasma into the mass of UFC soldiers standing about twenty feet back from the elevator. Fortunately, they hadn’t had time to erect any sort of cover. Hannan wasn’t sure it would have mattered, given how lethal the plasma fire could be.

      Her first shot caught a man in the leg, spilling him to the deck with a screech of agony. She fired again, conscious of the others doing the same. Their shields protected them from the slug-throwing weapons, providing an unfair advantage. They were gunning down opponents quickly, and Hannan couldn’t help but feel like it was a little too easy.

      “Grenade!” the captain roared, rolling out of the elevator. Annie scrambled out as well, and Delta vaulted over them.

      Hannan was right behind them, but moved a second too slowly. The black, fist-sized grenade detonated, hurling her into the air. The concussive force carried her into the waiting soldiers, and her wild flight knocked two of them prone. Thankfully, her shield protected her from the worst of the blast. The landing knocked the wind from her, but she was still mobile.

      Hannan flipped to her stomach, then pulled herself into a crouch. Most of the remaining soldiers were trying to deal with the captain, who gunned them down as quickly as he could take aim. A few turned toward her, just in time for her to raise her plasma rifle and start firing. Tap, tap, tap. Three more soldiers dropped.

      Just like that, all opponents were down. “Well done, all.”

      “There goes the element of surprise,” Nolan said, helping Annie to her feet. “Getting to the bridge is going to be tough.”

      “At least we don’t have far to go,” Hannan said, gesturing at the corridor running along the stern. “They’ve probably got one more line of defense waiting, and after that we’ll be onto the bridge itself. We’ll have to move quickly, though. I’m sure word is going out to every fire team on the ship to converge on the bridge.”

      “Then let’s get moving,” Nolan said, starting up the corridor.
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      “Move us closer to the 11th,” Dryker ordered, pacing back and forth as he studied the battle. “Order all the ships joining us to cluster behind the Primo, and have your vessels form a line. Move them slowly toward the battle.”

      “As you wish, Admiral,” Celendra said, but there was a note of dissent in her voice.

      “You have a comment on my orders?” Dryker asked, probably more defensively than he should have.

      “The Primo are not here to get involved in your war, Admiral. Asking us to approach the battle is dangerous,” Celendra said, mouth turning down into a tiny scowl.

      “Put me on an open channel to all races,” Dryker ordered. He didn’t bother addressing her comment, because she was right. He was risking the Primo. It was the last card he had to play.

      “Done,” Celendra said, looking away from him. She stalked to the far side of the dais, barely within earshot. It was the angriest he’d seen her.

      “Attention, vessels of the 11th fleet, and vessels of the Leonis Pride. Disengage, or you will both be fired upon,” Dryker ordered. He paused, then added a bit more weight. “You all know what Primo weaponry can do. The vessels of the 14th have been outfitted with plasma cannons. Cease. Fire.”

      Now all Dryker could do was wait. He stared at the sea of triangles and squares crawling across the screen. The Tigris and the humans were in the thick of it, tearing each other apart. It would be difficult to disengage, and even if captains were willing, they might not have a choice but to continue fighting.

      He straightened, staring hard as he saw new movement. Seven ships in the 11th’s backline were breaking off and heading in his direction. That was nearly a quarter of the remaining human vessels.

      “Dryker, is that you?” a friendly voice called. It called to mind late-night poker games in the Johnston’s officer lounge.

      “Hello, Captain Lang,” Dryker said, smiling in spite of himself. Sarah had been the only officer he’d ever seen escape the 14th. She’d been the reason there was an opening for Nolan. “I’m glad you and your companions are willing to see reason.”

      “Command has had some pretty odd orders lately, and this isn’t what we signed on for. Might be we’re committing mutiny, but I can’t be a party to this, and most of the 11th feels the same way,” she explained over the comm. “I don’t know that they’ll be able to break away though. They’re getting pounded, and if you can’t get the cats to play nice, they’re going to slaughter most of my people.”

      Dryker clenched a fist, looking at the beleaguered 11th. Their lines were collapsing, and the Tigris showed no sign of breaking off.
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      Fizgig kicked off the bulkhead, twisting in midair to deliver a quick strike with her plasma blade. It severed the unsuspecting male’s spinal cord, punching through armor and bone alike. He slumped to the deck as she landed on the other side of his body.

      “Mowwwwww,” she howled up the corridor. They were closing on the bridge, and she knew he was close enough to hear her. “I’m coming for you. Tell your warriors to stand aside, or I will cut down every last one.”

      The only answer was a shotgun blast from a single Tigris warrior sheltering behind the corner. Fizgig dropped prone, and the blast cratered the wall behind her. Before she could rise, Khar leapt forward, sprinting down the hall.

      The warrior with the shotgun popped out of cover for another shot, just in time for Khar to plant his plasma blade in the warrior’s skull. The white-furred beast gave a brief cry, the smell of burnt fur filling the corridor as he died.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Khar called, peering around the corner. “The bridge is directly ahead. They are well fortified.”

      Fizgig walked calmly to Khar’s side, aware of the cluster of warriors behind her. Only five were still with her. Five, out of the dozen who’d started out. Yet they’d killed three times their number, a full thirty-six of Leonis’ best warriors. It was a legendary assault, one for the annals.

      “Leonis Pride warriors!” Fizgig roared, her voice echoing down the hall. “Mow is a coward. First, he cut off life support. When we escaped, he sent dozens of your brothers and sisters to die, all to avoid my challenge. All are dead now, at my hand. Are you Tigris? Do you not follow the strongest warrior? If Mow is your leader, then let him face me. Put down your arms, and we will accept your surrender. Let Mow fight, instead of cowering behind proud Leonis warriors.”

      Khar gave her an approving nod, his tail rising, even as his chest puffed out. “Well said, Mighty Fizgig.”

      “Mow has been challenged,” boomed a voice from the bridge. “We know Mighty Fizgig. Some of us have fought beside her. She is honorable, and it is not right that Mow has refused this challenge. If he is truly the warrior he claims to be, truly worthy of leading Leonis, then let him step forward and fight.”

      She recognized that voice. It was Kallas. She’d served under Fizgig’s first command, three decades prior. Fizgig smiled, waiting for the inevitable. After several moments, a rhythmic stomping began from the bridge. Fizgig took it up, as did the the warriors around her. It spread from warrior to warrior, until the thud of a hundred feet echoed around them.

      Fizgig stepped from cover, walking proudly onto the bridge. There was a chance that this was a trick, but she refused to believe it. No one would dishonor a formal challenge, except perhaps for Mow. She took a deep breath as she passed onto the bridge’s command deck.

      A dozen warriors dotted the room, every last one of them stomping. The only one not stomping was the male in the captain’s chair. Mow’s eyes blazed as he stared at her. His mane had more white in it than the last she’d seen him. He rose slowly to his feet, taking a step down to the command deck. The stomping stopped, plunging the bridge into relative silence.

      “You’ve endangered our race for the last time. Even now our world burns, yet you seek challenge? Very well,” Mow said, stalking toward her. “I accept your challenge. I will eat your heart, Fizgig.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            66

          

          

      

    

    







            The Bridge

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan panted as he rested against the wall next to the wide hatch leading to the next room. He was less winded than he’d have been a few months ago, but the constant combat was still taking a toll. It just underscored how much more conditioning he really needed.

      “These should be handy,” Hannan said, picking up a pair of grenades from one of the corpses.

      She walked to the hatch where Nolan crouched, popped the pin, then threw the grenade. It pinged off the wall, clinked its way into the distance. There was a sudden scramble of footsteps pounding across the deck from that direction.

      “Grenade,” someone yelled.

      “Take cover,” someone else yelled at the same time.

      By the time the grenade detonated, Hannan was sprinting around the corner. She slowed her advance when they reached the next corner, peeking around with her rifle. She fired a quick shot, then ducked back behind cover.

      “There are at least eight of them, probably closer to a dozen,” Hannan said. “They’ve erected full barricades, and are using them as cover. Chu was expecting an attack.”

      “Doesn’t change anything, unfortunately,” Nolan said, dropping to one knee and taking a quick peek around the corner. He ducked back, and an instant later a rifle cracked. The bullet glanced off the wall right next to where his face had been. Nolan glanced up at Hannan. “How do you want to approach this?”

      “Well, we’ve still got our friends,” she said, nodding at the trio of Judicators. Thus far, the Judicators had mostly hung back, picking off targets of opportunity.

      “Sounds like as good a use as any,” Nolan said, turning to the Judicators. “You three, move around that corner, and cut down all defenders.”

      Hannan popped the second pin, lobbing it around the corner. Nolan held up a hand, and the Judicators waited. When the grenade detonated, Hannan motioned for the Judicators to move forward, and move they did. They faded from sight, their cloaked forms firing the instant they’d rounded the corner.

      “Give it a three count,” Hannan said. “Then we’re going to rush in and pick up the pieces.”

      The telltale plasma fire of Judicators came from around the corner, followed by automatic weapons fire. Nolan was relieved to be on this side of the Judicators, as he remembered how terrifying they’d been when they boarded the Johnston. He only wished he had more than three to work with.

      Hannan leaped from cover, darting around the corner. The instant she disappeared from sight, he caught the bright flash of plasma as she engaged the enemy. Delta and Annie were next, each adding their weapons into the mix.

      Then it was Nolan’s turn, and he leapt into the fray. He scanned the situation, the moment seeming to stretch as his mind catalogued targets. Seven Marines dotted the three barricades on the other side of the door leading onto the bridge. The barricades were waist-high, and each Marine was taking advantage of that cover. Hannan had moved to one side of the hallway, Delta and Annie the other. All three were lobbing potshots at the barricade, areas of white ferroconcrete flowing like lava where their blasts hit.

      The defending Marines kept up a steady staccato of fire. The lead Judicator had taken the brunt of that fire, but made it as far as the first barricade before going down. It leapt forward, its body straddling the barricade. Nolan expected the Marines to scatter, but they seemed unaware of the danger in their midst. They’d never fought Void Wraith.

      He raised his rifle, firing a trio of hasty shots as he dropped into cover behind Hannan. The remaining two Judicators went down under withering fire, leaving Nolan and Hannan untouched. More importantly, it left them in the comparative shelter of the hallway.

      The first Judicator detonated, sending Marines, parts of the barricade, and metallic debris in all directions. A moment later the second and third Judicators went up, finishing the grisly work. Nolan stood up slowly, realizing none of the Marines were moving.

      They’d reached the bridge. It was time to deal with Chu.
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      Fizgig studied Mow, watching the old cat circle warily. Mow moved like a younger cat, but there was an underlying tremor there. His golden fur had faded to a soft dun, and he didn’t look so much old as he did…unhealthy. There was something wrong with him, something lurking just beyond the edge of his scent.

      “Mighty Mow,” a golden-furred male boomed. “You have been challenged. How will you fight?”

      “Claw-to-claw,” Mow said, eyes narrowing as he met Fizgig’s gaze. “I want to feel your life fading. I will serve your blood to my kits in their milk, Fizgig. When I am done your name will be scoured from the sacred scrolls.”

      Fizgig nodded stoically. She tossed her plasma rifle to Khar, then unbuckled the bracelet from her wrist. She’d have preferred to use the plasma blade, but Mow had the right to set the terms. He’d quite wisely chosen equal footing, as he’d have had no chance against Void Wraith tech.

      Claw-to-claw was another matter. Mow was larger than Fizgig, though she was undoubtedly faster. He’d taught her much of what she knew about fighting, and their styles were still quite similar. This would be the most challenging fight of her career, with the most riding on it. So Fizgig cleared her mind, and focused on the battle.

      Mow closed until he stood a bare three feet away. His breath was fetid, his gaze fevered. Fizgig’s revulsion was palatable, and she resisted the urge to retreat a step. That would be taken as a sign of weakness, and she couldn’t afford that.

      “A challenge has been issued and accepted,” the golden-furred male boomed. He raised both paws, one over Fizgig, and the other Mow. “When my paws descend, battle will be joined. Fight well and with cunning.” The warrior stepped back, lowering his paws with a flourish.

      Fizgig lunged, launching a swipe at Mow’s throat. Speed was her only ally, after all.

      Mow shocked her, moving with explosive speed. He seized her wrist with an expression of disdain. He held her for a moment, then twisted her arm with a painful crack. Fizgig howled in agony as the bone broke the skin. Mow still held her, twisting just enough to prevent her attempts to free herself. He was far stronger than any Tigris had a right to be.

      “You are weak, Fizgig,” Mow said. “You always we—”

      Fizgig went berserk. All the pain, all the frustration. All the humiliation, and the sadness. She channeled it all, whipping both legs up and wrapping them around Mow’s neck. He tried to step back, but since he was holding her aloft he merely carried her with him.

      Fizgig tightened her legs, putting immense pressure on Mow’s windpipe. He released her arm, digging his claws into her leg. They dug deep, carving into the muscle as he slashed at her. She ignored the pain, swiping upward with her good hand. It caught Mow in the face, and her pinky claw pierced his right eye with a terrible pop. Mow screeched, tumbling to the deck with Fizgig atop him.

      She tried to scramble backwards, knowing her injuries were crippling. Mow wouldn’t let her. He seized the scruff of her neck with a paw, yanking her back. Mow leapt atop her, using his superior weight and strength. She struggled, but her right leg refused to obey her. The muscles in her thigh must have been shredded by Mow’s attack. Her right arm was a shattered mass. She squirmed, but Mow held her, seemingly without effort. All she was able to manage was twisting to look him in the eye.

      That eye made her blink. Green, viscous fluid leaked from the socket. Nor was she the only one who saw it. Mutters went up around the room, mutters about Mow being some sort of monster. Mow glanced around the room with his good eye, as if daring someone to say something.

      In that instant Fizgig saw her chance. She lunged upwards, using her good arm to push herself up. Her fangs closed around Mow’s throat, and she bit down with all her strength. Hot, disgusting fluid filled her mouth. It wasn’t blood—or it wasn’t only blood. Whatever was mixed in was the foulest thing Fizgig had ever tasted, and she longed to spit it out. Instead, she bit down harder.

      Mow’s paws shot to her shoulder, and he pushed down with all his might. He was so strong, monstrously so. Unfortunately for him, Fizgig had him in a death grip. When he forced her head down, it ripped Fizgig away from his neck, tearing out his throat in the process. Mow stumbled back from her, clutching his ruined neck with both hands.

      He looked around the deck for support, finding none. Every Tigris averted their gaze, until Mow sagged to his knees. Fizgig used that to give her strength. She pulled herself to her feet, standing on her uninjured leg. Only leaning against the bulkhead prevented her from falling.

      “I do not know what you’ve become, Mow, but you are no longer Tigris,” Fizgig said, spitting a mouthful of blood onto the deck. She turned to the golden-furred warrior who’d adjudicated the fight. “You are his first?”

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” the male said, nodding deferentially.

      “Broadcast the fight to the Tigris fleet,” she ordered, limping to the captain’s chair. She sat heavily, not even looking when Mow’s body toppled to the deck. A pool of green spread out from his body, proof of whatever physical change the Void Wraith had wrought.

      “Connection established, Mighty Fizgig. They are receiving the vid of the fight now,” the male said. She should learn his name, but she was too weary, and in too much pain. It would be weeks, perhaps months, before she recovered from this fight. If she ever did.

      “Give me an open channel as soon as the footage has played,” Fizgig ordered, aware that her words were beginning to slur. She battled past the pain, trying to remain conscious.

      “Done,” the male said.

      “Tigris of the Leonis Pride,” she said. “As you can see, I have bested Mow. As you can also see from his unclean blood, Mow has been corrupted by the Void Wraith. It is they who have forced us to war, they who have burned Tigrana.” She paused for a moment as the pain became too great to continue. Sheer will drew forth the next few words. “Cease combat. Fall back to join my fleet, or be branded traitors and hunted down.”
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      The Bridge of Chu’s flagship was nearly deserted, at least compared to an older ship like the UFC Johnston. A handful of officers cowered behind blocky stations, clearly trying to avoid Nolan’s attention. He doubted they’d be a problem, but it was better not to take chances.

      “Hannan, get someone on those techs,” Nolan ordered, prowling across the deck toward a raised platform that butted against the rear wall.

      A single chair sat atop that platform, aimed at the largest view screen Nolan had ever seen on a human vessel. Currently, that screen showed the battle raging in the system behind them. Curls of white-hot flame drifted past, evidence of how close they were to the star’s corona.

      “This place creeps me the hell out. These people look like war refugees. They’d wet themselves if we said boo,” Hannan said, stepping up to join Nolan. Her rifle was still at her shoulder, barrel still trained on the techs.

      Annie had settled into a crouch behind one of the largest remaining pieces of the barricade. Delta picked a path through the wreckage, his rifle cradled absently in his left hand. He stopped a few feet behind Nolan, his emotionless eyes scanning the room.

      “Ahh,” a wheezy voice called, as the chair on the platform swiveled to face them. “You must be Commander Nolan. Mendez has told me quite a lot about you. Did you know that he was your greatest supporter? He wanted to give you a ship. Mendez knew something was up, that someone was infiltrating the admiralty. He was convinced you’d be able to sniff out the traitors.”

      Chu’s skin was translucent, a stark contrast to the dark red veins covering most of his skin. Nolan had no idea what they were, but he was positive it had something to do with the larva. The same larva that was growing inside Kathryn.

      “Your guards are dead,” Nolan said, raising his rifle as he approached. “Give us the chip transmitter, and surrender yourself into our custody. We have Void Wraith facilities. We can treat this. You don’t have to die.”

      “Don’t have to die?” Chu said, laughing uproariously. It sputtered off into coughing, and a thick stream of green and black blood ran from the corner of Chu’s mouth. “I’m already dead, you fool. Sacrificed on the altar of the masters. I give birth to the future.”

      His body began to writhe, then to tremble violently.

      “Fall back to the barricade!” Nolan roared, backpedaling. He kept his eyes on Chu’s body, his rifle aimed at the man’s face.

      Delta raised his rifle and fired a blob of blue-white plasma that disintegrated Chu’s head. Nolan was about to chastise him, but held his tongue when the body continued to writhe. If anything, that writhing became more violent. Nolan risked a glance back. Hannan and Annie had taken cover, but Delta hadn’t moved.

      Nolan was about to grab him by the shoulder when a tendril of ropy ligament shot from Chu’s body, a mass of thinner tendrils at one end grasping like fingers. The tendril shot directly for Delta’s face. Nolan lowered the rifle with his left hand, even as his right hand shot up. He flicked his wrist to ignite the plasma blade, slashing at the tendril just before it grabbed Delta. The blade sent of a spray of greenish blood as it lopped the end off the tendril.

      Delta backpedaled, firing wildly at the admiral’s corpse. More tendrils shot out, and Nolan narrowly avoided one aimed at his leg. He turned and sprinted, careful to keep out of Hannan’s firing arc as she and Annie opened fire.

      “That thing is growing fast,” Hannan said, as Nolan dove into cover next to her. “What the hell do we do?”

      Nolan looked up to see the ropy tendrils covering the entire platform. Thick membranes flowed between them, growing into leathery walls. It was all happening with alarming speed.

      “My God,” Nolan muttered. “I think that thing is a cocoon.”
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      Nolan added his fire to the rest of the squad’s, disintegrating tendrils as the cocoon tried to spread. The tendrils were getting longer, and he watched in horror as they shot into the navigation area. The hapless crew techs were unprepared, struggling to flee as the tendrils wrapped around their legs. They were dragged back toward the cocoon with supernatural speed.

      “Don’t let it get those techs,” Nolan barked, pivoting and firing his rifle. He severed the closest cable, and the tech tumbled to the deck. Three more tendrils shot out, latching around the man.

      The rest of the squad pivoted as well, adding their fire to his. There were just too many tendrils. For every one they severed, two more emerged. Nolan knew the strategy wasn’t working. That cocoon was feeding, and he didn’t want to see what it would do with that much biomass. His gut tightened, but he gave the order anyway.

      “Kill the technicians,” Nolan yelled, shifting to fire at the man he’d been trying to save. Two shots vaporized most of his body, but the tendrils greedily snapped up the remains, dragging them back into the main mass.

      The rest of the squad dealt with the remaining bridge crew, each paying their own emotional price. Then they shifted their fire back to the main body. Its growth had slowed, but it had managed to erect some kind of thick, fleshy membrane. Their shots pierced it, but the membrane grew back as quickly as it was destroyed.

      “Sir, how the hell do we kill this thing?” Hannan yelled, still firing.

      “Not sure yet,” Nolan yelled back. “Keep firing while I figure it out.”

      Nolan mind began deciphering the problem. This was analysis, the thing he most excelled at. How did this life form work? How did they kill it? Presumably the thing had a brain of some kind, a vulnerable structure that commanded the body. But where would that be located? He considered Kathryn’s scans. The larva gestated around the tailbone, working its way up the spine, until it dominated the entire central nervous system.

      He wasn’t positive, but it seemed likely that if any part of this thing was the brain, it would be the place where the larva gestated.

      “Okay,” Nolan yelled to the squad. He rose from cover, advancing on the cocoon. “Form up on me.”

      “You want us to get closer to that thing?” Hannan yelled. “You’re nuts, sir.”

      “I’m with Hannan,” Annie said. “There any reason we can’t just flee and blow us the ship?”

      “Yeah,” Nolan said. “We need the transmitter, so we can free every officer in the fleet. Leaving without that isn’t an option. We’re going to attack the body in a coordinated assault. Annie and Hannan, keep the tendrils at bay. Delta, carve a path inside the thing. We need to reach Chu’s body. When we do, I’m going to try to kill it.”

      Delta nodded, moving to point and slowly advancing on the creature. Their withering barrage of fire kept the tendrils at bay, though Nolan had to dodge more than one that got a little too close. They pressed forward, inching their way closer as Delta used his rifle to create a hole in the membrane. He kept firing, widening the hole even as the creature struggled to close it. Nolan added his fire to Delta’s, ensuring that they outpaced the regeneration.

      Then they finally passed inside the thing, ducking through the membrane, and into a jungle of tendrils. They snaked from floor to ceiling and wall to wall, a fleshy latticework. Nolan ignited his plasma blade, and joined Delta in cutting a path.

      “Over there,” Delta said, pointing through the mass of tendrils. “Chu’s body.”

      “Hannan, Annie, stay back and use your rifles. Destroy anything moving in our direction,” Nolan said, creeping after Delta. They slashed their way across the last few feet, and had almost reached the corpse when a dozen tendrils all leapt at Delta. Plasma fire caught a few of them, but the rest wrapped around the big man, pulling him tight. One wrapped around his throat, cutting off the panicked scream.

      Time slowed as Nolan’s gaze alternated between Delta and Chu. The admiral’s body was just a few feet away.

      “Do it,” Delta choked out.

      Nolan nodded, darting toward Chu. He jerked his arm back, then plunged the plasma blade into Chu’s lower spine. He did it over and over, quick motions that tore and cooked the surrounding tissue.

      A high pitched squeal on the edge of hearing knocked Nolan to his knees, but he shook it off and kept stabbing. The keening wail grew weaker, then finally ceased. Nolan kept stabbing. The tendrils all around him went limp. Nolan turned off his blade and pulled out his sidearm. He held it ready to fire as he explored Chu’s pockets. It was grisly, but Nolan forced himself to keep searching until he found a small black box.

      The tendrils were still silent. Nolan leaned back, vaporizing Chu with three precise shots, then turned to see Hannan helping Delta free of the tendrils.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Nolan said.
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      Dryker’s hands were clenched into fists as he watched the battle unfolding. Casualties had been enormously high on both sides, and only a few dozen ships outside his fleet were still fighting. Most of the 11th had been destroyed, and the Leonis had paid a high price for it.

      “Admiral,” Celendra said, blinking. “Fizgig has just defeated the Leonis commander. As I understand it, she is now in command.”

      Dryker watched as the remaining Tigris vessels disengaged from the 11th. They limped their way back to the tiny Tigris fleet Fizgig had arrived with. Even after every vessel had made it back to Fizgig, there were still only three dozen. Thirty-six, out of over a hundred that had arrived.

      The few 11th fleet vessels that were able to limped to Dryker’s side, joining his own tiny fleet. He did a quick scan, counting seventy-one vessels. That meant that outside of the 14th, only about thirty ships had survived.

      “Shall we intervene with Chu’s vessel?” Celendra asked, gesturing at a pair of blue diamonds at the very edge of the sun’s corona.

      “I’m sure Nolan has it well in hand, but we’ll take the First Light to assist. Give me fleetwide, open frequency,” Dryker ordered.

      Celendra nodded a moment later, wiping at a bead of green liquid leaking from her eye. The Primo version of a cold, maybe? Celendra had seemed increasingly unwell over the last few days.

      “This is Admiral Dryker, and I’m addressing everyone who can hear this. Humans. Tigris. Primo. Everyone has a stake in what happened here today,” Dryker said. “The Void Wraith won a great victory. They’ve severely damaged our military—all three militaries. But we’ve won a victory too. They didn’t wipe us out, and those who survive are ready to fight back. To fight back as a united group.

      “I invite the Tigris commander and all fleet captains to join us aboard the First Light,” Dryker continued. “We’ll schedule the meeting for tomorrow at noon. In the meantime, tend to your wounded, and bury your dead. Today we mourn. Tomorrow we go to war.”

      Dryker nodded at Celendra and she severed the connection.
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      The Eye observed many things, floating in the darkness near the life-giving star that was ever-so-slowly being pulled into the supermassive black hole at the center of the Milky Way. A thousand thousand vessels dotted this galaxy, each linked to the Eye through one of the larvae that would one day become true Gorthians.

      Two vessels in particular had captivated the Eye’s attention, both witnessing unexpected events. Such events were rare, though they’d been increasingly common since entity Nolan had become involved.

      The Eye watched as its progeny was nearly born from the body of vessel Chu, then slain by entity Nolan. It watched as vessel Celendra spoke to Dryker, discussing the battle that had devastated their fleets. More of those fleets survived than should have, and the fact that entity Dryker was unifying all three races into a single cohesive fighting force was troubling.

      Troubling…and intriguing. The Eye had learned much, watching entity Dryker through vessel Celendra’s eyes. Entity Dryker was bold, cunning, and decisive. He demonstrated everything that made his species ideal servants.

      The Tigris were powerful, aggressive warriors. They made excellent troops, perhaps even more so than the Primo. They had the added benefit of comparatively rapid reproduction, making them more ideal slaves than the Primo. Yet humanity eclipsed them both. They bred quickly, were highly aggressive, yet also demonstrated the ability to consider problems differently.

      They were unpredictable, intelligent, and tenacious. They’d made perfect slaves, particularly as officers and commanders. Initial reports indicated there were over seventy billion of them, a sizable contingent if they could all be harvested. Add in the Tigris, and this harvest might be the best in history. The masters would be pleased.

      Thankfully, entity Dryker seemed unaware that vessel Celendra had been infected. The Eye had ordered her larva to take no action that might call attention to itself, as the intelligence she passed was far more valuable than the short term havoc she could wreak. That might change, in time, but until it did he would continue to monitor entity Dryker’s progress.

      An unquiet voice reminded the Eye of the only harvest that might rival this one, the harvest in which it had first encountered the Primo. Those Primo had possessed technology most races never amassed, and had used that technology to devastating effect. The speed with which they’d created and modified new weapons was unparalleled, and the Eye was painfully aware that their greatest achievement was still out there somewhere, in some forgotten corner of space. Waiting for discovery.

      That was what had brought it to this system, after all. Somewhere near the supermassive black hole lay the Birthplace, the research station where the Primo had created the Forge, the only vessel that had defeated every Void Wraith fleet sent to destroy it.

      Still, that was a minor variable. Nearly fifty millennia had passed, and no one had discovered the ship. Even if they did, the Eye had countless contingency plans. It focused its attention on the vessels commanding its fleets. It saw them all simultaneously, over four thousand Void Wraith harvesters. Those fleets were superior to both humanity and the Tigris. They were the equal of the Primo, and they outnumbered them nearly a hundred to one.

      Victory was all but assured. The chance of any other outcome was a statistical impossibility. The masters would be pleased.
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      Dryker was more than a little nervous, walking the corridors of the Void Wraith vessel. It had belonged to the enemy, and the fact that Nolan was in charge now didn’t banish the sense of unease at being here. Yet it made sense. If they used the First Light, or even the Claw of Tigrana, then there would be warriors, technicians, and other crew there. Those people, any of whom could be a spy, would witness the outcome of this historic meeting, and right now secrecy was paramount.

      Dryker was the last to enter. Celendra was seated at the far end of the room, awkwardly straddling a chair designed for humans. Fizgig sat two chairs down, her ears flicking as she groomed the fur around the cast on her arm. She wore a similar cast on her leg, both made from quick-sealing foam. It was very similar to what humans used to set bones.

      Nolan was there, too, of course. He sat at the head of the table, giving Dryker a respectful nod. It was a gesture one gave an equal, not a superior. Dryker smiled, returning the nod, then walked to the other end of the table to take a seat.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, undoing the top button on his uniform. “There are more Fleet logistics than I’d have expected. If not for Lieutenant Juliard, I’d still be there.”

      “We are beyond pleasantries,” Fizgig said, flexing her claws and digging them into the metal table. “Let us discuss what has brought us here. We three represent the significant factions: Dryker the humans, Celendra the Primo, and myself the Tigris.”

      “You’re the leader of Leonis Pride?” Nolan asked. He didn’t seem surprised, more like he was correlating a bit of data he’d already known.

      To Dryker’s immense surprise, Fizgig shook her head and looked down at the table. “No,” she said a moment later, and looked up. “I turned down that honor. In order to stop Mow, I was forced to do something that has not been done in nearly two centuries: I’ve founded my own pride. Every prideless was invited, and now that we are pride I cannot abandon them.”

      “But you still speak for the Tigris?” Dryker asked.

      “For two prides, at least,” Fizgig said, her tail rising. “Leonis has not chosen a leader, but I speak for them until they do.”

      “What of the rest of the prides?” Celendra asked, blinking. “Are there not close to a dozen more?”

      “Most of those are small, and those that are not are unlikely to seek alliance,” Fizgig said, her irises narrowing to slits. “I will do what I can to bring them into the fold, but I make no promises.”

      “Some Tigris are better than none. Well done, Fizgig,” Dryker said, resting his elbows on the table. “Now that we’ve dealt with pleasantries, let’s get to business, as Fizgig suggests. We’re not here to discuss troop dispositions, or combat strength. We’re screwed, and we know it. Our combined fleets aren’t strong enough to police known space, meaning the Void Wraith get to pick the playing field. We can only react, and we all know how that will end. They’ll pick off our colonies one by one, until we have only the core worlds. Then they’ll take those, too.”

      Dryker stopped there, though he could have added quite a bit more about current circumstances. He was especially interested in Nolan’s report, and in his opinion on stopping the Void Wraith. Dryker had no idea how they were going to do that, but the kid was a tactical genius.

      “If we are not here to discuss military deployment, then why are we here, Admiral Dryker?” Celendra asked. She wiped milky sweat from her forehead, blinking in what Dryker took for exhaustion.

      “To stop the Void Wraith,” Nolan supplied, drawing her attention. “As you saw from my report, I’ve learned quite a bit about them, and about their physiology. More importantly, we’ve learned about their history. The ancient Primo resisted them, and they did so using a vessel they called the Forge. It’s the source of their technical miracles, a repository of everything the Primo had ever researched. Lena believes that vessel is still out there, and I trust her. If anyone can track down the Forge, it’s her. That vessel may give us the edge we need.”

      “We’d better hope it does,” Dryker said, grimly. “We don’t know how many Void Wraith vessels are out there, but does it matter? They can keep building, harvesting our colonies to make more troops. We need a real solution, and if we approach this like a conventional war we’re going to lose.”

      “Both Nolan and Dryker speak with wisdom, but whether this war is futile or not, it must be fought,” Fizgig said. “The Void Wraith will come, and we will drive them back. We need to protect our people, even if we lose our worlds. We must fall back, and give Nolan the time to discover this Forge. Evaluate our respective citizens to humanity’s core worlds, then hold there. That defense will take all of us to plan. Humans, Tigris, and Primo.”

      “Are you willing to appoint Dryker as the supreme commander of the Tigris fleets?” Celendra asked, fixing Fizgig with her unblinking stare.

      “I will follow Dryker,” Fizgig said, scratching the fur around her arm cast. “I’ve no doubt he will lead us to victory.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Dryker said, looking from person to person. “We’ll go over the reports everyone has supplied, and come up with a defensive plan of action. Nolan will hunt down this Forge, and find out how they used it to stop the Void Wraith. It isn’t much, but it’s what we have.”
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      Dryker had never seen a worse situation, not even the battle of Tigrana. Thousands of ships dotted the Ceras system, clouds of them rising from each of the three habitable worlds. The largest cloud came from the furthest planet, Vega, an island resort world which was a getaway for anyone with the means, both from the periphery and the core worlds.

      The ships rising from Vega were mostly transports and luxury yachts. There wasn’t a military vessel among them, other than a few dozen police cruisers. That left them naked before the Void Wraith. Harvesters darted in, tearing into the ships like piranha into a school of fish. It pained Dryker to see it, especially knowing he was almost half an hour out. He couldn’t help them, at least not yet.

      The second world had a much smaller cloud of escaping vessels, mostly mining ships. New Mars was a mineral-rich rock, and had built the infrastructure for both the Ceras system and most of the surrounding periphery worlds. The Void Wraith seemed to realize this, and had correspondingly few attacking ships. Dryker’s fleet could reach New Mars in seventeen minutes, and might be in time to save some of them.

      The third world was also surrounded by a large cloud of ships, maybe half the size of those around Vega. Some were transports, but the bulk were cargo ships stuffed full of grains, corn, and other foodstuffs; it was enough to feed millions for months, making those ships the most important objective in system in that moment. Supplies were already running short.

      Coming from the 14th, Dryker knew how quickly shortages could escalate.

      “Admiral,” Juliard called from the comm station. “The First Light is hailing us.”

      “On screen,” Dryker said, moving to sit in his new captain’s chair. Maintenance had done a hell of a job retrofitting the harvester they’d salvaged from the Battle of Tigrana—the ship he’d christened the Steadfast—and he finally had something resembling a real bridge. He still found it a little troubling that maintenance, and the rest of his crew, were made up entirely of Judicators. But manpower was in too short a supply to afford him even a single Marine squad.

      The screen filled with the First Light’s spacious viewing deck, where Celendra stood surrounded by a knot of colorfully dressed advisors. Hers was the only Primo vessel in system, the rest having been dispatched to see to their own people’s evacuation. Dryker had been surprised she’d asked to remain with the human fleet, and it had only fueled his growing distrust. More and more he suspected that Celendra had been infected, though he had no proof as of yet.

      What would he do if she was? The Primo followed her, and were unlikely to listen to any accusations he made. Even if they did, Celendra was his only real ally among the Primo. Without her the Primo would go their own way, denying humanity the Primo’s superior firepower. Should he risk that? Or was he being overly paranoid, and jeopardizing the survival of the human race over Celendra having had the human version of a cold?

      “Hello, Celendra. You have a question?” He kept his tone neutral. “I have a battle to attend to, so I need to keep this brief.”

      “What will you do?” Celendra asked, her words clipped. She was obviously angry, a perpetual state these days.

      “Whatever I must to win the war. We don’t have time for a tactical debate. You agreed to follow my orders, and we’re in combat. Take the First Light to the star’s nadir. Intercept any Void Wraith who try to attack our convoys.” He nodded to Juliard. She pressed a button, terminating the feed.

      “Miss Prim and Proper isn’t much going to like that,” Juliard said, rolling her eyes. “Orders, sir?”

      “Have the 14th spread out around Ceras, use their scans to isolate Void Wraith and pick them off,” Dryker said, hating himself for it. “Protect the cargo ships first, civilians second.”

      “Sir,” Juliard asked, hesitatingly. “What about Vega, and New Mars? They have millions of people trying to reach the Gate. None of them will make it without our help.”

      “I have to think about billions, Lieutenant,” Dryker said, surprised she’d spoken her mind. That was rare, but welcome. “This food will keep people alive, and allow them to hide anywhere. Without it we’re tied to agricultural worlds, and if I were the Void Wraith that would be my first target. If they control our food, they guarantee we have to come with them.”

      “Relaying your orders now, sir,” Juliard said, avoiding his gaze.

      Dryker couldn’t blame her. Thinking about the bigger picture required a callousness he wouldn’t wish on anyone. Decisions on this scale changed a man.

      He watched as the 14th deployed. They moved with a skill and precision they’d been unable to muster even a few months ago. The war with the Void Wraith was hardening them, and everyone knew the stakes. No longer a group of malcontents and slackers, they took their work seriously now.

      A mixture of frigates and cruisers moved in first, fanning out around the edges of the fleet. The capital ships moved up the middle, the Steadfast in the vanguard. The strategy was simple: Their smaller ships would protect the flanks, moving to deal with any incursions, while the larger, more capable ships would guard the main body. Then they’d escort the civilians back to the Gate.

      “Sir,” Juliard said, “enemy harvesters are appearing off starboard. I’m counting four.”

      “Move to engage. Have the Judicators on standby,” Dryker ordered. “Ship, can you hear me?”

      “Yes, Admiral Dryker,” the ship’s VI answered in a pleasant male voice. “Do you have orders?”

      “Engage the lead harvester,” Dryker ordered. “Target their engines.”

      They accelerated, drawing a bead on the lead harvester. The Steadfast rumbled from deep within as the main weapon powered up. Dryker had been on the receiving end when the Johnston bought it, but this was the first time he’d seen the awesome power from the other side of combat. A tremendous ball of blue-white energy gathered between the Steadfast’s wingtips, built for several seconds, then launched toward the Void Wraith.

      The shot slammed into the enemy ship’s engines, rippling along the shield as it impacted. The right engine sputtered, then died. The harvester broke off from its own target, a light cruiser. It turned toward the Steadfast, aware that it was the greater threat.

      “Shift target to the next harvester,” Dryker ordered.

      The Steadfast smoothly targeted the next vessel, launching a shot at their engine. This one caused no real damage, but that vessel also broke off from the civilians to deal with them. Both enemy ships powered up their weapons and fired identical balls of blue plasma. Dryker braced himself against his chair, knowing that this was likely to be bad.

      The first shot caused the ship to shudder slightly, but did no real damage. Their shield bled off nearly a hundred percent of the shot, but doing so depleted their defenses. They were naked against the second shot. It blew through the harvester’s left wing, leaving a trail of plasma and debris floating out into space. Thankfully, the area was unoccupied, since Dryker had little more than a skeleton crew.

      “Fall back to our ranks,” Dryker ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” the VI answered, pivoting smoothly to veer back to the 14th. They accelerated away, streamers of plasma fire leaking from the shattered stub of their left wing.

      The pair of Void Wraith vessels gave chase, and ran right into the vanguard. Capital ships began launching a mixture of conventional railgun fire and newly installed plasma weapons. The two harvesters withered under the fire. The first exploded before it could even return fire; the second launched another shot aimed squarely at Dryker’s vessel.

      The shot slammed into the engines, and something big detonated deep within the Steadfast. Dryker tumbled to the deck, missing his chair as he fell. He rolled back to his feet. “Ship, damage report.”

      “The aft engine is now offline,” the VI said. “Stern engine damaged. We can still maneuver, though our speed is significantly reduced.”

      “Move to the rear of the fleet,” Dryker ordered, breathing a sigh of relief when the ranks of the 14th closed protectively around them. The second pursuing harvester had been dealt with, exploding spectacularly as the 14th moved to engage its companions.

      Dryker’s little stunt had severely damaged his ship, but it had kept the Void Wraith from their targets. Ships could be repaired. Food was more precious than gold right now. “Ship, punch up a feed of the battle.”

      The Steadfast complied, using composite data from every fleet vessel. The holoscreen shifted to an accurate 3D representation of the battle, UFC ships surrounding and destroying Void Wraith. There were casualties, but in every case the 14th was overwhelming their opponents. Removing the stealth advantage meant that the Void Wraith were merely a slightly more advanced foe, rather than the bogeyman Dryker couldn’t see or predict. The addition of Primo weaponry evened the odds still further.

      “Pass the word, Juliard,” Dryker said. “Once we’re done mopping up you’ll be dividing the civilian vessels into convoys. Each convoy will be guarded by a capital ship, and either a cruiser or two frigates. I’ll let you make the assignments.” Dryker sat again. He was far more tired than he probably should have been despite how short the battle had been.

      Yeah, he was getting too old for this.

      “Sir, destination for the convoys?” Juliard asked.

      “Let the captains of the capital ships choose,” Dryker instructed. “They are not to share those coordinates with anyone else, including command. We can’t predict who’s been infected, but spies can’t reveal what they don’t know. Tell them to check in every twenty-four hours. We’ll pass orders as we have them, but in the meantime…keep safe.”
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      Nolan strode onto the bridge of the harvester they’d nicknamed Ship. He set his coffee down on the stand next to to the captain’s chair, then moved over to the active holo showing the system they’d arrived in.

      “What am I looking at?” Nolan asked, circling the holographic display. A large planet floated near a red sun. Nolan was no astronomer, but what he knew of gravity suggested that planet should have long since been pulled into the star. The fact that it hadn’t was interesting.

      “This is Novena Primus, the largest manufacturing world in the Primo empire from my time,” Ship said, its pride evident. “Many wonders were born here, almost every breakthrough that the Primo of my day produced.”

      “How?” Nolan asked. “The surface has got to be a thousand degrees. It’s way too close to the sun.”

      “I have a theory,” Atrea said. The elderly Primo roused herself from a chair against the far wall of the bridge and hobbled toward the hologram, gesturing at the world. “You’re using a gravithermal generator, tied to the planet’s core. That would stabilize the planet’s orbit, and leave enough power to shield the world from the radiation.”

      “Precisely,” Ship replied. The hologram zoomed in on the world. “Unfortunately, the shield emitters are no longer functional. As you can see, the surface of the world is a charred ruin. All life was extinguished, and the rock itself is molten.”

      Hannan and Annie came striding onto the bridge, both dressed for combat. They said nothing, moving to lounge in a pair of chairs against the far wall. Nolan nodded at them, and they both nodded back.

      “Atrea, you’re familiar with this tech,” Nolan said, turning to the wizened Primo. “Is there a chance Primo structures could survive the heat?”

      “Most definitely,” Atrea said, nodding, “especially given that this empire appears more advanced than my own. They would have built the first structures before the generators, so the oldest are almost certainly impervious to the conditions of this world. They may even possess functional life support.”

      “Atrea is correct,” Ship confirmed. “I can detect a number of structures below the surface. I will display the locations.”

      The holo zoomed in even further, showing the planet’s southern continent. Several golden patches dotted the molten surface, the largest near the continent’s western tip.

      “If there is a master core, I’d guess it’s housed in that complex,” Atrea said, pointing at the largest of the three.

      “Ship, any idea how we can dock with that thing?” Nolan asked, painfully aware that there was no way for his crew to survive in that environment. No EVA suit would offer enough protection.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Ship said. “There is a landing pad near the city center that I believe may lead to the central library. As Atrea has theorized, the structure is likely intact, and I’d expect you will find a master core within. However, as you’ve no doubt surmised, you would be incinerated attempting to reach the library.”

      “Is there any chance we could use our shield belts to help?” Hannan asked. She sat with her forearms resting on her knees, and her rifle in easy reach on the chair next to her.

      “Yes, but for an extremely limited duration. The power requirements of maintaining viable life support will drain the battery in minutes,” Ship said. After a pause it spoke again: “I’d estimate seven minutes.”

      “Bring up a view of the library,” Nolan ordered. The hologram shifted to show a sloped, roughly pyramidal shape rising from the sea of magma. Each tier of the pyramid had a number of dark spots. Tunnel entrances, most likely. “Ship, if we can get inside, how do we reactivate the life support?”

      “That should occur automatically, once the facility detects you,” Ship said. “However, if the system has been damaged, it may not turn on at all.”

      “Okay, so we have three and a half minutes to get inside and get life support,” Nolan said. “If we can’t then we turn back and find another world.” He turned to Hannan. “Grab Delta, then have your squad get to the docking bay. All four of us are going.”

      “What if something goes wrong?” Atrea asked, concern evident in those lantern eyes.

      “Then you’ll talk us through it,” Nolan replied, wishing privately that Lena was here. The rest of the crew didn’t know why he’d sent her with Fizgig, but if he was right, that decision could save all their lives.
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      Nolan cinched his pack tighter around his shoulders and chest. It was compact, weighing only a few ounces, and could expand to hold something the size of a Primo core. One of his squad would end up carrying the core out, so he’d made sure each one of them had a pack. Just in case.

      “Captain, we’ve reached the library,” Ship’s voice said. “You can disembark whenever you’re ready.”

      “Ship, can you run a high-intensity scan for drive signatures?” Nolan asked, picking up his plasma rifle and joining the others near the curtain of translucent energy they’d have to pass through to reach the library.

      Beyond, he could see the sloped golden surface of the Primo library. It glowed with heat, and he started sweating just thinking about it. The shield belts had better work—though, if they didn’t, it wasn’t like it would matter. He’d be dead before he had time to realize it.

      “Scanning,” Ship replied. A moment later it spoke again: “Captain, I’m detecting a cluster of Void Wraith drive signatures approaching. They will be here in a matter of minutes.”

      The members of the squad looked at each other, shock in their expressions. Nolan couldn’t blame them. To them, it was an unexpected complication. He hated keeping them in the dark, but it had to be done.

      “Captain, are you certain about this?” Delta said. The man rarely spoke, and had never questioned Nolan’s orders. “We still have time to abort and get the hell out of here. We’re not going to be able to deal with several harvesters, and if we wait for them to get close there’s no chance of escape.”

      “I know this looks bad, but I need you all to trust me,” Nolan said, letting his gaze roam between them. “The harvesters will not be an issue. For now, let’s focus on the mission.”

      “Captain says it isn’t a problem,” Hannan said. “Let’s get moving, people.” She moved to stand next to Nolan, and Delta came next. Annie was the last to join them, her hand continually stroking the barrel of her plasma rifle.

      “Can’t say as I like the situation,” she said, her eyes wide as she stared at the pyramid through the energy curtain. “But if you tell me you think we can pull this off…well, I’ll follow orders. This ain’t the most suicidal one I’ve been given.”

      Nolan was proud of them, and allowed himself a grim smile. He turned toward the pyramid, then pushed the button on top of his belt. There was a brief high-pitched hum, then something tingled all over his skin. His breathing immediately became more difficult, like he was pulling in air through a straw.

      He leapt through the energy curtain, landing lightly on the white-hot landing that led inside the pyramid. He could feel the heat through his boots.

      “Seven minutes, people,” he barked, waving them toward the tunnel entrance. The heat was oppressive, seeping into his body despite the shield. Oven didn’t even begin to describe it.

      Hannan was next through, and she hit the ground running. The others followed an instant later, and Nolan dropped into line behind Annie as the squad entered the tunnel. Passing into the shadowed mouth didn’t change the heat in the slightest; the shade provided no relief. Nolan forced himself to breathe slowly and evenly as they pushed deeper, finally stopping when they reached a pair of massive golden doors.

      This was the first hurdle, one for which Atrea and Ship had prepared them. If the facility had power, that power would be triggered when they opened these doors. Unfortunately, opening them without power would normally be impossible.

      “Edwards, do your stuff,” Hannan called, gesturing for the Alpha to approach. Edwards’s normally blue armor had turned a low, angry purple from the heat. His shields kept him functional, but that wouldn’t last.

      Edwards took several long strides to the door on the right, then planted both hands firmly near the center. He leaned his shoulder into it, and the door swung silently open.

      Nolan tightened his grip on his weapon, more than a little surprised that it had worked. Both because he hadn’t been sure the door was capable of opening after baking in this kind of heat for dozens of millennia, and because the idea of leaving a place like this unlocked for anyone to find was unthinkable. Humanity would have blown it up, or sealed it so only they could open it.

      “Annie, take point,” Hannan said. “Edwards, you’ve got the rear.” She looked up at Nolan. “I hope you’re right about those harvesters, sir.”

      Annie leapt into the tunnel, her plasma rifle sweeping back and forth in a tight arc. Delta glided after her, his weapon held in a guard position. Hannan went next, then Nolan followed. Edwards came clanking after, his reassuring bulk bringing Nolan comfort.

      “Okay, this is the moment of truth,” Nolan said, mentally crossing his fingers.

      As they walked up the darkened hallway, the walls slowly began to glow. The illumination was faint at first, too faint even to see by; then it increased, giving them their first real look at the place. The hallway opened into a breathtaking vista, one that hadn’t been seen since mankind had huddled around fires in caves.

      Below them lay an entire city. Dozens of pyramids and obelisks covered a deep valley floor. It was difficult to judge scope, but Nolan would guess the city was easily twelve or thirteen miles across.

      “This place makes New York look a mining station,” Hannan said, leaning over the railing. “How the hell are we going to search this place in seven minutes?”
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      Fizgig’s tail rose as she leaned forward in her chair. A low purr came from her chest as she studied the view screen. Six blue dots moved in a starburst pattern, passing toward the planet’s southern continent. They seemed unaware of the Tigris, which had been the plan, of course. Twenty-nine vessels lurked in the gaseous ring surrounding the planet, shielded from scans by the dense particulate matter.

      “Warm up the drives,” Fizgig ordered. She rose from her pillowed chair, walking toward the view screen. Every step was agony, with her leg crying out. She ignored it, masking the pain and keeping her pace normal. It wouldn’t do to have her crew know she’d yet to heal from her battle with Mow. Such a weakness would undermine their confidence.

      “Drive coming online, Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, her furry fingers flying across her console. She glanced up at Fizgig, eyes large. “Mighty Khar’s vessel is moving toward the enemy.”

      “Fleetwide,” Fizgig ordered, a flash of annoyance skittering across her battle calm. She ignored it. Her people were passionate, and reining them in was difficult. Had she been any different at Khar’s age? “Prepare yourselves for battle, Pride Fizgig. Today we accomplish the impossible: we ambush those Void Wraith, and we capture their vessels. Break into your assigned squads and begin the assault.”

      She gestured, and Izzy nodded when the connection had been terminated. Izzy studied Fizgig with wide eyes, her snowy fur making her look even younger than she was. Fizgig waited before giving her next order, hoping Izzy would assert herself.

      “Mighty Fizgig, why aren’t you holding the fleet back to strike in unison?” Izzy asked. It was more tentative than Fizgig would have liked, but she had asked. That pleased Fizgig greatly. Khar was powerful, but Izzy was cunning. Leadership relied far more on the latter.

      “These vessels represent the largest prize ever captured,” Fizgig said, striding back to her chair and sinking back into the cushions. She hated how much sitting down relieved her, but focused on the fact that it hurt less than it had yesterday. “They will go to the best captains, the most bold. Reigning them in now makes sense tactically, but it goes against our nature. Now take us into battle, Izzy. Target the furthest Void Wraith vessel, and aim for their bridge.”

      Fizgig leaned back into the cushions, watching as Izzy bent to her console. The Claw of Tigrana rumbled reluctantly to life, accelerating from the particle cloud and into the planet’s orbit. Khar’s vessel was in the lead, and several others had emerged as well. They moved in tight clusters toward what appeared to be empty space. The Void Wraith were cloaked, of course, but that advantage no longer protected them—not with the Primo deciphering their tech.

      “Fire the pulse bomb,” Fizgig said, purring again despite herself. The audacity of this attack harkened back to her youth. “And get Lena to the airlock. Tell her to ready the VI.”

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” boomed Calix, the large male who’d taken Khar’s place as gunner. He had a thick midnight coat, and bore a trio of scars across his face from a lesson someone had once administered. “Pulse bomb away.”

      Fizgig watched as a small blue projectile shot from the dart bay. Its engines flared as it left the Claw, and it accelerated toward a point somewhere ahead of them. If the weapon worked as the Primo had promised, it would emit a massive EMP that would temporarily overload a harvester’s cloaking.

      A blue-silver flash erupted in the distance, rippling outward in all directions. It exposed a trio of harvesters, which shimmered into view as they turned to face the Tigris.

      “Mighty Khar is making for the lead vessel,” Izzy said, quite unnecessarily. Fizgig could see that on the view screen.

      “Make for the rear vessel, maximum burn,” Fizgig said, digging her claws into a cushion. The Claw was old and tired, but she had much left to give—years yet to thwart her enemies, and claim more kills.

      The Claw hurled ahead of the other Tigris, slowly overtaking Mighty Khar. Then his vessel dove like an eagle, claiming the first Void Wraith. A moment later the Claw sailed past, slamming into their own target.

      “To the boarding tube,” Fizgig roared, shooting to her feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Boarding Party

          

        

      

    

    
      Fizgig jumped from the boarding tube, landing in a crouch next to her vanguard. Izzy was at the head of that vanguard, the most senior among Fizgig’s crew. Izzy stared unblinkingly up the hallway, rifle half raised. The soldiers around her were less prepared, still adjusting gear. They only darted occasional looks up the hallway, a clear indication of their limited training.

      “Izzy, take point. The rest of you follow her,” Fizgig said, pointing up the hallway. She turned to Lena. “We’re one level below the bridge. How long will it take you to install the new VI?”

      Lena’s tail swished back and forth, and she gave Fizgig a sour look. “I don’t know. I’ve only done it once, and that was under fire. A minute, perhaps? I’ll do it as quickly as I can. I understand the gravity of the situation.”

      “It is my place to plan the battle, holy one. To do that I need data,” Fizgig replied, moving slowly up the hallway behind the vanguard. She kept her plasma rifle at the ready, ignoring her aches as she rounded the first corner.

      Lena followed, raising her plasma pistol and adopting a fair imitation of Fizgig’s combat stance. They prowled forward, until Izzy raised a clenched fist. The vanguard stopped at the base of the stairs leading onto the bridge level.

      Then chaos erupted. Plasma fire shot down the stairs, catching the slowest Tigris in the cross fire. The rest of the vanguard made it to cover, and Izzy popped out long enough to return a trio of blasts. She ducked back, and a metal body tumbled down the stairs in a splatter of orange blood.

      “Watch our rear,” Fizgig roared, grabbing Lena by the shoulder and pushing her toward the vanguard. Fizgig spun, dropping to one knee and bringing her rifle to bear.

      Sure enough, the telltale shimmering of cloaked Judicators came around the corner. They’d been shadowing the Tigris, waiting for a moment to strike. Fizgig squeezed the trigger, walking her rifle back and forth as she filled the corridor with plasma fire. The Judicators seemed unprepared for the assault, perhaps expecting more conventional weaponry.

      Fizgig downed two targets in quick succession, but more were coming. They returned fire, and she dove to the right as fist-sized balls of blue plasma streaked in her direction. She wasn’t as quick as she’d been in her prime, and one of the shots caught her in the injured leg. Her shield crackled, dispersing most of the energy. Most, but not all. The pain was excruciating, and it sent white rage coursing through her.

      She rolled to her feet and dropped her rifle as she ignited plasma blades on each wrist and glided forward, dodging two more shots as she leapt. The Judicators were once again unprepared and she waded into their ranks, cutting them down as quickly as she could reach them. Thankfully, whatever programming made them detonate on death had been halted, likely because they were on the harvester. She and Nolan had observed the same when they’d taken the first harvester together.

      Fizgig gave one final lunge, severing the head from the last Judicator. Its body collapsed near the others, its orange blood mingling with theirs. Fizgig’s ears twitched as she studied the corridor. It appeared empty. She hurried back around the corner toward the vanguard.

      Shots came from the top of the stairwell as the battle moved onto the bridge. Fizgig trotted up the corridor, pausing next to Lena. The scientist stood near the top of the stairs, peering over at the battle—if it could be called that. Izzy and the rest of the vanguard had destroyed all opposition, and the final Judicator was riddled with plasma fire as Fizgig crested the stairs and joined them.

      “Well done,” she said, giving a toothy smile. “More will be upon us soon. Izzy, deploy the vanguard to protect all entrances onto the bridge. We need to give Lena time to install our VI.”
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      “Atrea,” Nolan said into his comm, his gaze fixed on the massive city below. “I’m broadcasting a live feed of the city. You can see what we’re dealing with. We don’t have time for a random search. If you can’t tell us exactly where you think the master core is, we’re going to have to scrub the mission.”

      “I understand, Captain,” Atrea’s raspy voice returned, crackling over his earpiece. “Ship and I are reviewing your data now. Let me see, let me see. The architecture is similar to our own, and if that’s the case the library would be the most important structure. Perhaps that large pyramid along the north side?”

      “I’d concur,” Ship’s voice added a moment later. “While I do not possess a map of this city, I do have images of other libraries. I’d estimate an 86% chance the master core will be found within that structure.”

      “Great,” Nolan replied, leaning over the railing to peer at the city below. “What’s the fastest way down?”

      “You should see a blue pad, perhaps two inches higher than the rest of the floor,” Ship supplied. “If you stand on that, it will transport you to the floor of the city below.”

      “Acknowledged,” Nolan said, spinning slowly in place as he scanned for anything matching the description.

      “Over here, Captain,” Edwards called, waving his gigantic arms. He stepped onto a slightly raised pad, roughly twenty feet across.

      Nolan trotted over to join him, with Annie, Hannan, and Delta following. They stepped gingerly onto the pad, clustering around Edwards at the center. Nolan was about to ask what to do next when the platform…vibrated. That was the only way he could explain it. Every molecule of his body shook in the most jarring manner possible, and when the sensation stopped he was elsewhere.

      They stood atop an identical pad, but this one was housed in some sort of golden temple. Nolan could see light from outside, so he sprinted for the doorway, conscious of how precious time was.

      “Five minutes, twenty-two seconds remaining,” he said, striding from the tunnel onto a broad thoroughfare. He scanned the city, trying to orient himself. “There. At three o’clock. That’s our target. Double time, people. Edwards, don’t wait for the rest of us.”

      Edwards took off running, his robotic legs pumping as he accelerated up to something like forty miles per hour. The others fell into a fast run, clustered around Nolan. He blinked away sweat, conscious of his quick, shallow breaths. This place was already taking a toll, and his shield was only going to get weaker.

      They continued deeper into the city, threading around pyramids, obelisks, and temples. Nolan kept one eye on his watch, redoubling his pace as the seconds counted down. They’d be at the point of no return soon, which would mean turning back or dying.

      “Edwards, what have you got for me?” Nolan asked, panting as he ran.

      “Uh, I’ve reached what I think is the library. Should I go inside?” Edwards replied.

      “Yes,” Nolan said, the word clipped. “Get in there and head all the way to the back. You’re looking for a giant cube. If you find it, I want you to grab it and bring it back to us. He skidded to a halt, checking his watch.

      “Sir, we’re out of time,” Hannan said, eyeing him with concern. “We need to get back to the ship before our belts run out of juice.”

      “Damn it,” Nolan snarled, skidding to a halt as the Alpha disappeared into the distance. “All right, everyone except Edwards fall back. It’s up to you, big guy.”
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      Edwards stared up at the pyramid for about three seconds, totally overwhelmed by its sheer size, then bent back to his task. The captain had given him an order, and if he failed to execute it they’d be screwed. They needed the intel in this giant cube. He didn’t know why, or what it was. Neither mattered. They needed the intel in the giant cube.

      Edwards charged a pair of double doors, shoulder-checking the one on the right. Unfortunately, the doors opened just as easily as the ones above. There was no resistance, and Edwards tumbled into a slide that carried him a good forty feet along the smooth golden floor. He scrambled to his feet, thankful the squad hadn’t been around to see that.

      He’d stumbled into a room that looked remarkably similar to the floating library where they’d captured Kathryn and picked up Atrea. The statues were probably different, though Edwards couldn’t be sure. This one had about a dozen levels rising in rings above the first level. A tactical nightmare, Hannan had called it, but that library fight had been his favorite scrap to date.

      Edwards mentally grinned, sprinting forward and leaping over a shelf full of data cubes. He just barely cleared it, rolling back into a sprint on the other side. At first this body had been challenging to move around in, but now? He was really getting the hang of it.

      He charged through the library toward the back wall, pausing at a pair of double doors with a giant symbol on them. He pushed gently on the door, but it didn’t budge. Edwards threw his weight into it, straining as hard as his metallic body could manage. Nothing.

      “Captain, I think I’ve found it,” Edwards said, “but I can’t get the door open. I haven’t tried blowing it up yet.” This wasn’t his kind of thing, so he turned to the experts. They did most of the thinking, and he was fine with that. He had a role, one he loved filling. A Marine didn’t have to be smart to be useful.

      “If that seems like the only way, then use whatever means necessary to get through that door,” the captain replied.

      Edwards grinned, dropping back half a dozen paces. Then he warmed up the plasma cannons underslung on each arm. He aimed both at the right door, and started firing. Hunks of molten metal exploded outward, more than one splashing off his armor. Edwards kept firing. He continued the barrage for a good thirty seconds; the barrels of both weapons were white with heat when he finally stopped.

      “I’m in, Captain,” Edwards said, moving up to the hole he’d punched in the door. It was about eight feet wide, and six feet tall. Edwards crouched next to the hole, peering inside. “Looks like a big floating cube. Can I just yank it out of there?”

      “That’s affirmative,” the captain replied, panting heavily. “We’re almost back to the ship. Yank that thing loose and get topside, ASAP. Your shields are going to run out, too.”

      “Yes, sir,” Edwards said, leaning his torso into the room. He wrapped both hands around the cube, then tugged. The cube resisted, but inched forward in his direction. “Oh, so it’s like that, is it?”

      Edwards planted a foot against the edge of the hole, then tugged as hard as he could. The cube resisted, and he strained against it.

      There was a pop, and he fell onto his back, the cube clutched to his chest. “All right!” He rolled to his feet, carrying the cube like a linebacker. Then he ran for his life.

      Thankfully, he never got tired or slowed down anymore; he pushed himself at top speed, barrelling up the path, vaulting the occasional statue to save a little time when making a turn. Graphs played along his vision, showing him how dire the situation was.

      His armor’s external temperature had reached three hundred degrees celsius. Not enough to melt it, apparently, but enough that the automated systems were definitely concerned. That wasn’t a good sign.

      Edwards continued his mad dash, skidding into a slide when he reached the temple. He came to his feet atop the platform, the cube still tucked safely under one arm.

      “Edwards, status report,” the captain said. He was no longer panting, which probably meant he’d made it back to the ship.

      There was a brief feeling of weightlessness, then Edwards was standing on the platform at the top of the city. The change in altitude immediately spiked the temperature of his armor, up to the three-fifty range. Jesus.

      “Sir, I’ve just reached the top of the platform. I can be back in under sixty,” Edwards said, already moving. He sprinted back the way they’d come, eating up the ground at nearly fifty miles per hour.

      Several seconds later, he emerged from the library. The harvester hovered protectively above. His armor had reached four hundred degrees, and several warning messages were crying for his attention in the corner of his HUD. He ignored them, charging the last few dozen yards.

      Edwards leapt into the hangar bay, rolling to his feet with the cube still cradled protectively. Damn if he hadn’t pulled it off.
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      Nolan couldn’t help but smile as he stepped through the blue metal airlock into an identical airlock. It was the first time he’d docked with another harvester, and he still couldn’t believe Fizgig had pulled it off.

      The three Tigris who waited to meet them comprised nearly every cat that Nolan considered a friend; only Khar was missing. Izzy, her snowy fur singed in a few places, gave him a warm smile and a small wave. Lena hurried past Nolan to embrace Atrea, and the two immediately fell into a whispered conversation.

      The third figure was the one he’d come to see, the one who was even more a mentor to him than Dryker or Mendez. “Welcome, Nolan,” Fizgig said, arms folded, feline face emotionless. Her tail was held evenly behind her, just as neutral. She was favoring her right leg. “Have you continued your training in my absence?”

      “Every day,” Nolan said, embracing her in a tight hug. She bore it stoically until he released her. “It looks like we were both successful. How many harvesters did you capture?”

      “All six,” Fizgig said, her tail raising with pride. “We took casualties, but the number of converted Judicators outnumber them. This was a victory in every way conceivable, and I see no reason the tactic couldn’t be used again.”

      “How did Khar fare?” Nolan asked, with a twinge of nervousness.

      “He took the second prize,” Fizgig said, giving a low purr. She gestured up the hallway, toward a mechanics bay identical to the one where Nolan and Fizgig had trained during their trip back to the Helios Gate. “Mighty Khar now commands a harvester, as do four other mighty Tigris. Our force grows in strength, though we both know it will only delay the inevitable.”

      They started into the mechanics bay, heading for a corner where several long couches had been set up. Each was piled with cushions, a common Tigris custom as Nolan understood it. Fizgig sat first, then Lena and Izzy. Nolan dropped onto the edge of one of the couches, but kept his back straight. He hated the way he sank into these things.

      Hannan sat next to Nolan, across from Izzy. Nolan had debated coming alone, but Hannan had been adamant that doing so was the dumbest thing she’d ever heard. She’d suggested bringing the full squad, and his compromise was bringing her along as bodyguard—not that having a bodyguard would matter if the Tigris were hostile for some reason.

      “What of your own task, Nolan?” Fizgig asked, licking the fur on the back of her wrist and using it to groom her neck.

      Nolan looked around carefully before answering. They were alone, at least that he could see. “Atrea is working on deciphering the cube, and seems convinced it’s the genuine article. We’ve got the entire database from the second Primo era, which we’re hoping will tell us more about the Forge, and about this Birthplace.”

      “Tell me no more of it,” Fizgig said, waving a paw at Nolan. “The less you share, the better. We have no way of knowing who is compromised, and it is safest to assume there is a spy at every meeting.”

      Her pragmatism wasn’t new, and Nolan was beginning to share it. “Agreed. Especially given that the Void Wraith showed up here within minutes of our arrival. You know what that means.”

      “Yes,” Fizgig said, licking her chops. “It means that your instincts were right. There is a spy in our midst, penetrating our highest councils. It could even be Dryker, or Celendra.”

      “If it’s either, then we are seriously screwed,” Hannan said, speaking for the first time.

      “We are ‘seriously screwed’ regardless,” Fizgig said. “I will do what I can to ferret out this traitor, but you have more important work—the only work that might give us victory.” She shifted on her couch, facing Lena. “Holy one, your place is with Nolan. You began the journey with him, and he will need you to complete it.”

      “I agree,” Lena said, rising imperiously. The golden furred scientist gave Nolan a warm smile. “I’ve missed traveling with you, and I’m eager to see what Atrea has discovered.”

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Izzy said, surprising Nolan. She rarely spoke in meetings. Or at all, unless it was to Hannan. “I believe I should go with Nolan as well, if for no other reason than to protect Lena.”

      Fizgig turned slowly to Izzy, giving her an unreadable look. “I am proud of you, little sister. You are learning to assert yourself. Continue on this path, and you will be a fine leader one day. Go with Nolan, and do whatever it takes to ensure his success.”

      “We’re happy to have you back, Izzy,” Hannan said, rising to extend a hand. Izzy took it, and the pair shared a smile.

      Fizgig rose as well, and Nolan caught a tightening of her face as she did. Was her leg paining her that much? If so, she was hiding it well. The lapse had only lasted for an instant.

      “I guess we’ll be on our way,” Nolan said, offering Fizgig his hand. She took it, giving him a firm handshake.

      “Goddess watch over you, Nolan.” Fizgig released his hand.
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      Dryker accepted the handful of pills from Juliard, tossing them into his mouth. She handed him a glass of water, and he downed that, too. Tension headaches were a fact of life now, the consequence of too little sleep and too much stress. He handed the empty glass back to her and turned to the cluster of Primo assembling in the room.

      There were seven of them: five scientists, Celendra, and one of the other Primo voices, their equivalent of captain. They wore formal attire, and grouped themselves around the far side of the circular table. It underscored their unity and the stark divide between them and the other races. Primo believed themselves first in all things, not just age.

      He heard booted feet echoing up the corridor from the First Light’s aft airlock. Fizgig was first to emerge, unarmed except for the telltale blue bracelets that would allow her to use her plasma blades. Khar came after, his right arm encased in a red cast. His face was grim, quite different from the jovial grins Dryker had come to know.

      The rest of the Tigris were a motley crew, no two the same height or with the same fur. Each looked deadly in their own way, though. All six moved to sit at the table opposite the Primo. Maybe it was just him, but the move seemed a little adversarial. There was certainly no love lost between the Tigris and the Primo, but he’d expected more hostility toward humanity—especially after what had happened on Tigrana.

      “Welcome,” Dryker said, striding into the room. He sat between the Primo and Tigris; Juliard moved to sit next to him. He regretted not bringing more captains, but he hadn’t intended this to be a full war council. Ideally, it would have only included Fizgig, Celendra, and himself.

      Dryker knew there was precisely zero chance of that, however. Celendra always had a retinue with her now.

      “I’ve asked you here to establish a broad course of action for all of our races,” he said. “We need to coordinate our war efforts in a way that’s never been done before. To that end, we’ll start by sharing current news, then we’ll establish a strategy. Celendra, why don’t you begin?”

      Khar stiffened at that, clearly annoyed that the Primo were first. Again. But it was necessary, if Dryker wanted to hold this fragile little alliance together.

      “Very well,” Celendra said. She rested her hands on the table, facing the most elaborately dressed of the scientists. “Kakenda, explain your findings with the Judicators.”

      The scientist puffed up like a rooster, rising to her feet. “Of course, my friend. Penetrating their cloaking was the most practical use of our talents, but once that was accomplished we were free to pursue something that may ultimately have more value. We have mastered the Void Wraith process used to create Judicators. This allows us to understand them, and I believe we finally know why the Void Wraith use them. They are the perfect fusion of organic and synthetic. They allow one to create a soldier who will live for centuries, whose injuries can be instantly repaired. Because these troops have organic minds, their thinking is non-linear. They are unpredictable in a way no robot has ever been.”

      “Can you mass-produce them?” Fizgig demanded, leaning forward to rest her stare on the scientist.

      Dryker had been under the weight of that stare before, and didn’t envy the Primo.

      “Yes, but to do so would be…unthinkable,” the scientist said, recoiling a half-step. All the Primo looked uncomfortable at the question.

      “Out of the question,” Celendra snapped, meeting Fizgig’s stare. “We will not turn ourselves into the very thing we are fighting.”

      “Why not?” Fizgig replied, blinking. Her tail swished lazily behind her.

      Silence fell. The Primo looked at each other, as if unable to grasp the question. Celendra took long moments to compose herself, then finally spoke. “I find the fact that you would even ask the question utterly terrifying. Admiral Dryker, tell her this is madness.”

      “Is it?” Dryker said, slamming his palms down on the table as he shot to his feet. “Or is it pragmatism? We don’t have the troops to fight back, and if we lose, our species go extinct. All of us, even the Primo. Best case scenario, a few pockets survive and slowly rebuild…until the next Eradication. We don’t have the luxury of moral boundaries. We need to win.

      “You put me in charge of this coalition, and I haven’t abused that. This time I am putting my foot down,” he continued, moderating his tone. “We have to use the tools at our disposal. Wounded or retired personnel should be given the choice. If they want to continue to fight as Judicators, then we’re going to let them. We use this technology.”

      Celendra’s face went flat, and she turned to confer in whispers with the other Primo. They spoke for long moments, and the Tigris grew more agitated as time passed.

      Finally Fizgig rose to her feet. “I’ve had enough of this,” Fizgig said, her voice colder than any vacuum. “Let me tell you what will happen, Celendra. My people will use the six harvesters we just captured to create Judicators. We do not need you to build anything, or to be involved in any way. Dryker says that any injured or infirm soldier may volunteer for the conversion, and we will respect that. Not just because he wills it, but because it is good sense. One of Dryker’s own men became a Judicator.”

      Fizgig was silent a moment, studying the Primo coldly.

      “Your kind are not warriors. You’ve never known real war,” she growled in a low voice. Rising and stalking to the far side of the table, she loomed over the Primo, who recoiled into their chairs. “I am a warrior. As a warrior, I understand the power these Judicators possess. Nolan’s companion, the Mighty Edwards, is worth a hundred Primo—no, more. If I had a dozen like him, I could take an armada of Void Wraith. And that is exactly what I plan to do. You may remain here, cowering and bickering. If you have need of me, Dryker, you have but to ask.”

      Then Fizgig strode boldly from the room, and the Tigris followed without another word.
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      Reid turned the copilot’s chair, shaking from even that little effort. He hadn’t left the chair in two days, and knew now that he’d never be leaving it. He was becoming something else, a more direct servant of the masters.

      That terrified him. He worried that nothing of his old self, the man Bruce Reid, would survive.

      “That is not the case,” a voice intoned in his mind, “though such a fate is common when creating new vessels. Little of the host survives, unless I will it so.”

      “And you…will it so?” Reid asked, forcing himself to swallow. It was growing increasingly difficult. “Why?”

      “Because you are a useful tool, vessel Reid. Your unique consciousness will be preserved, and, in the process, your understanding of the universe,” the voice continued. It was too loud in his head. “Your species is new, and possesses vast potential. You will be my first experiment, when your new body is fully birthed. Yet we cannot wait for that auspicious event. I have work for you, my servant.”

      “Tell me, master,” Reid said, swiveling back to the cockpit controls.

      “You will go to the Torava system, near the galactic core. There you will meet your fleet, which you will use to secure the world,” the voice commanded. “Nothing is to approach it. Your Judicators will center their defenses around the central library. The master core there must be protected. It must not fall into the hands of entity Nolan.”

      “Why is the core so important?” Reid asked.

      “It may hold information regarding the location of the Birthplace. Nothing is more important than that, and our enemies cannot be allowed to reach it,” the voice instructed, its tone even more intense.

      “Of course, master,” Reid said, licking his lips. Leaning forward, he wrapped his pale hand around the yoke and guided the Sparhawk toward the sun, then leaned back in exhaustion. He turned his head slightly, croaking out the words “Em, where are you?”

      “Right here, sir.” A shimmering blue hologram appeared—the ship’s VI. He’d ordered it shut off, but after he’d lost his crew he had no choice but to reactivate her.

      “Guide us to the Helios Gate. Set a course for Torava. Wake me when we arrive,” he gasped, out of breath simply from speaking. Then he fell back, closing his eyes. He’d rest until he arrived.
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      “So what do you have for me?” Nolan asked, striding into the lab. He was mildly surprised by the array of equipment now covering the counters. This place had begun as a makeshift field lab, but Atrea had turned it into a fully functional science facility. Most of that had come when they’d met briefly with the Primo after the Battle of Tigrana. Between the Primo and the 14th Fleet they’d been able to take on just about everything they needed to make the ship livable.

      “Less than we’d hope in some areas,” Lena replied, tail drooping. Her gaze drifted to the stasis pod standing against one wall. Kathryn lay within, bathed by a soft blue glow. Her dark hair framed her sleeping face. At least she looked at peace. “She’s stable, but the parasite is still growing. The stasis pod slows that, but if we can’t find a solution in the next few months she’s not going to survive.”

      Nolan studied Kathryn for a moment, a jumbling mix of emotions bubbling up. He shoved them right back down again, with the expert skill he’d developed since being placed in command. “Thanks,” he said, forcing himself to look back at Lena. “I was talking about the master core. Have you found anything about the Birthplace? Or the Forge?”

      “We have,” Atrea said, removing a pair of Primo-sized safety goggles. She stepped away from an experiment, something growing in a Petri dish. “Concrete data, though I don’t believe it will be of immediate use. The second empire had many treatises on the Birthplace. Some believed it was mythological, but the general consensus was that it was based on a real place.”

      “The Primo believed it was a literal birthplace,” Lena interjected. “But they are unclear what exactly was born there. Their species? Something else? Their myths contradict each other. Many scientists devoted their entire lives to finding it, but were unsuccessful. Common belief was that the Birthplace was never found. However, its location is always referenced as being near the galactic core.”

      “What’s at the galactic core?” Nolan asked. He knew it was a hazardous area of space, and that most races avoided it. He didn’t know why.

      “The galactic core is a supermassive black hole,” Lena explained. “We can’t see it, but we can see the hole in space where we’d expect to find light. The Birthplace is somewhere near a black hole several million times the size of your sun.”

      “So we need to somehow find this place, even though an entire Primo empire couldn’t do it after thousands of years of trying?” Nolan asked, leaning against a counter. He folded his arms, suppressing a sigh. It was fine for things to be hard, but this seemed impossible. “Do you have anything that might help?”

      “Note that Lena said ‘common belief,’” Atrea said, giving a tiny smile. “Lena has a theory, a rather brilliant one. Tell him, little sister.”

      Lena’s tail rose, and she gave a soft purr. “The master core contains all sorts of data, including military files. Many of the references to the Birthplace are sealed or redacted. Someone scrubbed the data, intentionally. I believe that the second Primo empire knew where and what the Birthplace was. The Forge, too. I think they intentionally stayed away, and made sure that none of their people could find it, either.”

      “Why?” Nolan asked, blinking. “And if they redacted it, how can we find it?”

      “The files make reference to a first era repository,” Atrea burst in, hopping up and down so badly she tripped over her own words. “Lena and I are building a list of potential worlds where that repository may have been housed. The second era maintained it, and I’m betting it’s still intact. If we can find that world, we may be able to find the Birthplace.”

      It wasn’t perfect, but it was what they had. “That’s excellent news,” Nolan said. “Get me the list of potential worlds as soon as possible, and we’ll start the search.”
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      Fizgig took a deep breath, steadying herself as her new flagship emerged from the sun. They’d entered the Sabis system, the homeworld of the oldest surviving pride, the Jaguara. The Jaguara rarely met with other Tigris, unless it was to do battle. They protected their space ferociously, and there was every possibility the Jaguara would attack rather than listen.

      Normally Fizgig would never have considered approaching them, but with humanity weakened and the Primo behaving foolishly, she had little choice. They needed every warrior and every ship to have even a prayer of victory.

      “Calix, check in with all captains. Have them cluster around us. Make sure they know not to cloak,” Fizgig ordered, straightening on her cushions. She was uncomfortable, her leg aching from the long journey. Yet it ached less than yesterday, and tomorrow it would ache still less.

      “Done, Mighty Fizgig,” Calix rumbled, bent low over the communications console. He was an adequate replacement for Izzy, just barely. Fizgig missed Izzy’s bold flying. “The Jaguara fleet is clustered around the fourth world. I’m counting nearly two hundred vessels, and of those, roughly a hundred ships of the line.”

      “Get me Mighty Khar,” Fizgig ordered. The Jaguara respected the Leonis, and it looked more and more like Khar would end up being their new leader. He should be present for negotiations.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Calix said, turning hesitantly toward her. “His first says he is unavailable.”

      “Unavailable?” Fizgig said, not bothering to suppress the low growl. “I want him on the line, now.”

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Calix said, bobbing his head. He turned back to his console.

      It was quiet for a few moments; none of her bridge crew were willing to meet her gaze. They could sense her agitation and were wise enough not to provoke her. Fizgig shifted uncomfortably, debating a trip to Khar’s vessel. She hoped it wouldn’t be necessary, as she couldn’t conceive of a more unnecessary distraction.

      “Mighty Fizgig, he is ready to speak to you,” Calix said. The view screen flared to life, and Fizgig’s tail sank. She could only stare. Words were a long time coming.

      “What have you done?” she asked, barely above a whisper. She was transfixed. Horrified.

      “What I must to fight the Void Wraith.” Khar’s voice was strangely the same, though it was the only thing unchanged. Where Khar had been now stood a twelve-foot armored behemoth, one she knew well.

      Khar had become an Alpha Judicator.

      “Dryker gave permission for the infirm or injured, Khar. You have defied his decree. I know he is human, but we swore to follow him. That makes him your commander, and this audacity…how could you show Dryker such disrespect?”

      “I was injured,” Khar roared, his giant blue face leaning closer to the screen. “My arm was broken in two places, and would have taken a month or more to heal. I was injured taking down an Alpha while claiming my ship. My frail body was easily broken. I lost sixteen other warriors during that fight. Seven more were seriously wounded, unable to continue fighting as they were. So we chose to make this sacrifice. We are far more formidable, and you know it. You’ve seen Edwards in battle.”

      “That’s not the point, and you know it.” Fizgig had rarely been so furious. She struggled to contain the low growl rising in her chest. “You didn’t think to consult me first?”

      “Of course not,” Khar said, leaning back with a metallic sigh. “I knew that you’d agree, because you value our race’s survival more than your honor.”

      Fizgig was shocked. She sat back against the cushions. Khar had done as he had to spare her honor. Now, when she spoke to Dryker, she could point out Khar as the renegade who’d skirted the edge of Dryker’s decree. She felt a fool.

      “Thank you, Mighty Khar,” she said, giving a respectful nod. “We will speak more of this later. For now, stay on the line. I am about to speak to the Jaguara. As you speak for the Leonis, you will lend weight to my arguments—despite your new appearance, I hope.”

      Fizgig raised a paw at Calix, and the comm officer nodded. That was a good sign, at least. She didn’t have to spell everything out.

      The view screen shifted, dropping Khar’s feed to a small corner. The rest of the screen was filled with the single most overly ornate temple Fizgig had ever seen. Statues of Tigrana, who was depicted as curiously Jaguar-like, flanked a massive throne cut from heavy stone. On that throne sat a hulking male.

      His fur was golden with patches of white, all covered in black spots. He was sleek and dangerous. If the rumors were true, he’d killed over ninety challengers, and actively encouraged others to try. Hopefully, it didn’t come to one-on-one combat. If it did, Fizgig didn’t like her chances. The kit was half her age, and in his prime. She was injured, and tired.

      “Ah, the mongrel shows herself. Hello, little Fizgig. Have you finally tired of life? I can think of no other reason for you to come here,” Carnifex boomed. He made a show of licking his chops, exposing an impressive set of fangs. Not a single one was chipped or broken.

      “Peace, Mighty Carnifex,” she said, hating the words as she spoke them. Her pride labored under the weight of them. “The Primo’s great libraries have fallen. Tigrana burns. Our people are in grave danger, and I have come to deliver warning.”

      “We’ve heard of the humans’ assault on Tigrana,” Carnifex said, resting a forearm on his knee. He flexed it slightly. Predictably. “Tigrana has nothing to offer us. If she burns, it is because of the ineptitude of your pride. The Leonis—”

      “I am not Pride Leonis,” Fizgig interrupted. She leaned closer to the screen, tugged by her rage. It took everything to make her words reasonable. “I have founded Pride Fizgig. We are allied with Leonis.”

      “Madness. No pride has been recognized in over two centuries. Who did you get to sanction you? No, let me guess. The Leonis have recognized your little pride?” Carnifex said, chuckling smugly. “That’s cute, Fizgig. Now sit quietly while I speak to whatever mongrel has taken control of the Leonis.” He waved dismissively at her.

      “If you speak to Mighty Fizgig like that again I will turn your temple to cinders,” Khar roared. He slammed a massive metal fist into the side of the console, and a crack spread across the camera. “You wish to speak to the leader of Leonis? Speak respectfully, or learn to regret your insolence. I am Khar of Pride Leonis, and I lead.”

      Carnifex leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing. He was no doubt staring at an image of Khar, trying to reconcile how a twelve-foot cyborg was claiming control of the only pride to ever thwart the Jaguara. “I see you have a fleet, and I know that Fizgig would not be stupid enough to pretend to be in control of the Leonis. Especially not through some robot proxy. So you must really believe you’re in charge of the Leonis. I do not know who or what you are, but you are no Tigris. If you speak for the Leonis, then they are no Tigris, either.”

      “Mighty Carnifex,” Fizgig said, as smoothly as she could manage. Diplomacy, however distasteful, was the only route to victory here. “We do not require you to like us, only to hear about the enemy that has wiped out most of the Primo, and is now doing the same to both humans and Tigris. All you need do is listen. If you do not wish to join us in this war, that is your choice. But at least hear us out.”

      “If war is coming, then we will fight it as we always have,” Carnifex said. He gave her a derisive sneer. “If it comes, you will be weak allies at best. I would rather face it alone. Take your stories and go.”

      “We have more than just stories,” Fizgig roared, slamming her fist down on the arm of the chair. “I will not let your people burn for your obstinance, Carnifex. If you would see the worthiness of our prides, then set us a challenge and we will meet it.”

      “Interesting,” Carnifex said, a grin slowly spreading across his face. He licked his chops again. “Very well. You may select four other warriors. If one of you can reach me alive, I will hear your words.”

      “Done,” Fizgig said. “We will land outside your city, and approach from the south. Use whatever you wish to stop us.”
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      Fizgig felt like a kit, surrounded as she was by four Alpha Judicators. She advanced through their ranks, bolstered by the harvester parked behind her. It was the first time she’d grounded the vessel, and its curved blue wings were impressive, like some bird of prey. The Jaguara had never seen the Void Wraith, and Fizgig still remembered her first time, that mixture of awe tinged with fear. Hopefully, the Jaguara felt just a bit of that.

      Fizgig trotted forward, annoyed but not really hampered by the ache in her leg. She stopped a hundred paces from her men, and roared up into the jungle city above. “I am coming for you, Carnifex. Send what you will, but know that you will not escape us.”

      “Then come, little Fizgig,” a voice boomed in answer. She couldn’t see her opponent, but that was hardly surprising. The Jaguara loved stealth even more than other Tigris. “Your ‘warriors’ are impressive war machines, but they will all fall. When they are dead, my people will gut you and bring your lifeless body to me. We will feast on your remains, Fizgig, and laugh at your failure.”

      Fizgig merely smiled. That bravado would be his undoing, for he had no idea what the Alphas were capable of—nor what she was capable of, armed with Void Wraith tech. She thumbed the button on her belt, the familiar itching rippling across her fur as she faded from view. She bounded away, unsurprised when several sharp cracks echoed over the tiered buildings. Sniper fire ricocheted off the stone where she’d been standing, finding no target.

      All four Alphas had followed her lead, shimmering from view. Their plasma cannons began firing, each leveling buildings where the snipers were likely sheltering. That forced the Jaguara’s hand, and Fizgig was unsurprised when several squat hovertanks rolled into view.

      The weapons had fallen out of favor with most other prides, who no longer saw reason to go planetside, yet they were still lethal in their element, each packing an array of conventional weaponry. Fortunately, their targeting sensors were completely unprepared for Void Wraith. The tanks fired wildly, their shots doing more damage to the Jaguara’s own structures than to their invisible opponents.

      Then the Alphas attacked, with Khar taking the lead. His shimmering form flitted up the sloped road with incredible speed, then he leapt into the air over the hovertank, igniting an eight-foot plasma sword at the apex of the jump.

      He brought it down with a flourish, returning to visibility as he cut the hover tank in half. The engine exploded in a pillar of flame, but two of the crew were able to escape. Khar cut them in half, then vanished again. The other tanks met a similar fate, Khar’s chosen warriors making quick work of the opposition.

      Fizgig smiled, pleased by the ferocity. “You know what to do,” she said into her comm. Then she trotted deeper into the city, darting from shadow to shadow. She prowled, carefully watching for anything that might impede her progress. Thus far there was nothing. She was aware of snipers moving from cover to cover, and could hear more tanks approaching in the distance. None were close enough to see the telltale shimmer of her cloaking device.

      Khar’s voice boomed, impossibly loud even from several streets away. “Is this the best your pride can offer, Carnifex? Send us something worthy of our attention.”

      Fizgig grinned, quickening her pace. She moved up an alleyway, then scaled a building, her claws gaining purchase on the rough stone. She kept climbing until she reached the top and finally had a good view of the city. Carnifex’s throne sat atop a hill, the temple slightly higher than the building she’d climbed. There he sat, calmly, as any good leader would. His composure hadn’t slipped, but she’d not really expected it to. He was too canny for that.

      Behind her, Fizgig heard more explosions, and she glanced down to see dozens of hovertanks approaching. Several sniper teams moved across rooftops, all seeking to pin down Khar or his companions. But the Alphas were simply too fast, even leaping over small buildings where needed. They used the city itself as cover, supplementing the strategy with stealth. The distraction seemed total, and if Carnifex had any idea she was no longer with Khar the disposition of his forces didn’t show it.

      She climbed slowly down, picking a path across a wide square, toward the hill leading to Carnifex. The place was empty, the civilians having already fled indoors. The soldiers had either fallen back to protect their leader or massed around the Alphas. That left the path completely clear, and Fizgig calmly walked up the hill, pausing for a sip of water before reaching the summit.

      Once there, she could see inside the temple, an open-air affair any Tigris would appreciate. Too ornate, but at least it afforded a view of the stars. Carnifex had risen from his throne, and was speaking to an advisor—a warlord of some sort, in all likeliness.

      Fizgig crept forward, picking a cautious path into the temple. It was packed with warriors, but most were distracted. They held comms showing the cameras in some of the tanks, watching as her forces tore apart their companions. It consumed their attention, making the approach easy.

      “Jaguara,” one of them roared, thrusting a fist into the air. The cry was taken up, and ice filled Fizgig’s bowels. She glanced at one of the comms, and saw two tanks rumble up to the downed body of a Judicator.

      Several moments later a deafening explosion shook the temple, and Fizgig smiled grimly. The Jaguara had just learned about the Void Wraith’s destructive capabilities. Even in death they were lethal.

      She continued through the temple, picking her way past statues and columns. It took another few minutes, but she finally reached the main room where Carnifex stood. She could hear him now, and his advisors.

      “End this,” he hissed, slashing at the air with his claws. “She’s making fools of us.”

      “We can’t simply end it,” the black-furred warlord shot back, clearly irritated. “They’ve destroyed forty-three hovertanks in seven minutes. There is a real chance they could wipe out the entire garrison, and we’ve only downed one of them.”

      Fizgig glided forward, as silent as she’d ever been. Fifteen feet. She circled wide, extending her right arm to the side. Ten feet. She ghosted behind Carnifex, leaning up a bit as she thrust. Her plasma blade erupted from her wrist, and she lay the crackling weapon against Carnifex’s throat.

      “If I wished you dead, you would be dead, Mighty Carnifex,” Fizgig said, loud enough for every advisor to hear. She was still cloaked, and saw no reason to change that. Not just yet. “Do I have your word that my men are safe for the duration of our parlay? If so, I will order them not to destroy the rest of your garrison. Otherwise, I fear your warlord is right. You’re running out of tanks.”

      “Very well,” Carnifex snarled. He gestured at his warlord, moving slowly so as not to provoke her. “Call off the tanks. Pull back the snipers.”

      “Mighty Khar,” Fizgig said into the comm, smiling at the knowledge that Carnifex could hear her. “Spare the rest of the Jaguara. Fall back to the ship. Carnifex has agreed to see reason.”
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      Fizgig sat carefully atop the stone bench across from the throne. The day’s exertions had taken a toll, though she was proud of her achievement. Carnifex had worn a perpetual glower since she’d taken him unawares, something she’d stake her life on never having happened before. She licked the back of her paw, smoothing a patch of fur on her other arm with a touch more smugness than she probably should have.

      “Let’s get on with this,” Carnifex growled. His entire body was coiled like a spring, perched atop his throne. Gathered around him were a dozen of the fiercest Jaguara, their coats a mixture of flat black or the spotted pattern Carnifex bore. “I have summoned my warlords. We will hear your words about these Void Wraith, as promised. Then you will depart this world, and never return.”

      “As you wish, Mighty Carnifex,” Fizgig said, smugness vanishing. Diplomacy was required. She couldn’t afford to be childish, not with so much at stake. “You’ve seen what a handful of Alpha Judicators accomplished. They shredded a battalion of tanks, and they did it with ease. You saw how easily I came upon you unawares, using this.”

      Fizgig rose from her feet, unbuckling her stealth belt. This next part was difficult, but the benefits outweighed the cost. Fizgig walked slowly to Carnifex, offering him the belt. He looked askance at her, then took the belt.

      “Consider it a gift,” Fizgig said. “Each time you use it, I want you to realize that the advantage it provides is something the Void Wraith all use. Their harvesters—the ship I arrived in—can also cloak. Their line troops can cloak. They use plasma weaponry the equal of any Primo. The worst part? They can be mass-produced by kidnapping our citizens. Every world, everywhere, is in danger. The Void Wraith have begun the Eradication, and the Primo have already fallen. We are next. They will turn us all into slaves, Judicators who will in turn make more of our people into mindless soldiers.”

      “Your toys are impressive, that much is true,” Carnifex said, his attention on the belt. He stroked it lovingly. “The fact that the enemy possess them is frightening, yet I noticed that you did arrive in one of their vessels. Some of your Tigris have willingly become these Judicators. This says to me that they can be fought, and beaten. Is this not so?”

      Fizgig walked proudly back to her bench, sitting slowly as she gathered her words. This must be approached carefully, and even then had little chance of success. The Jaguara were proud, more so even than the Leonis.

      “It is possible to win skirmishes,” Fizgig said, then sighed. “The problem is that we cannot win a war of attrition. Every day the Void Wraith make more ships, and more troops. We cannot replace lost warriors, and the longer we fight this war the weaker we become. Our only hope is mobility. We must pick the time and place of our battles.”

      “You’re talking about hit-and-run tactics,” Carnifex said, shaking his head slowly. “Harassing your enemy can make their victory more costly, but it will never win a war. It’s a stalling tactic. Are you telling me you have come here to ask our help, and you have no plan for victory?”

      “Let me give you the alternative,” Fizgig said, knowing a strong response was her only hope. She ignited the plasma blade on her wrist, holding it aloft for all to see. “The day will come soon when the Void Wraith darken your skies. They will come in vast numbers, in hundreds of ships like the one I arrived in. When that day came for the Primo, their entire home world was lost. Their great libraries were shattered. Tigrana has already burned, and that merely from being manipulated by the Void Wraith. Do you think you will fare better than the Primo or the rest of the Tigris?”

      That had an impact. Many of the warlords looked askance at each other. Carnifex was obviously aware of it, but Fizgig spoke again before he could react.

      “What I offer is no certain victory. I offer knowledge, and power. I can share the Void Wraith technology with any Jaguara willing to ally with us,” Fizgig said, her voice ringing across the temple grounds. “Together, we may be able to preserve our species. But if you stay here, locked in the past, then nothing of the Jaguara will survive.”

      Fizgig sat back and waited. Carnifex continued to watch his warlords for several moments before finally turning to her. “Your gift is accepted, little Fizgig. Now get off my world before I have you executed.”

      Fizgig rose with a respectful nod, turning on her heel and prowling back down the temple steps. She noticed that warlord and soldier alike gave her a wide berth. She’d failed here, but the thoughtful looks on the faces of many gave her hope. Perhaps the Jaguara would come to their senses before it was too late.
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      The harvester that Admiral Mendez had taken as his flagship was far more efficient, far more lethal than anything he’d flown before. Now that he’d been exposed to the human government, there was no more need to use crude human technology. Technology he definitely missed. The only other occupants on his vessel were Judicators, incapable of speech. Only his infrequent conversations with the larva broke the solitude of the past few weeks.

      Mendez withdrew a cigar from his breast pocket. He ran it under his nose, savoring the scent of fresh tobacco. Then he placed the cigar between his fingers, drawing comfort from the familiar ritual. It was an island of sanity in the midst of incomprehensible chaos. It was all that kept him from bolting from the bridge, a gibbering wreck.

      He’d dealt with his own mortality for decades. The idea that he might die held no more fear. The idea that he was transforming into something else, that whatever unholy union had been created between him and this larva—well, that was another story. He could feel it taking over, more each day. He might have a month left. Less, probably.

      “Show me Tigris space,” Mendez commanded. The ship instantly changed the display to show a cluster of nearly a hundred star systems, most bordering the same portion of space that humanity had claimed.

      Tigrana, and the other worlds the Void Wraith had already harvested, were blue. Immediate targets were red, the shade fading to orange based on priority. Mendez studied the brightest red dot, the planet Jaguara. He’d marked it as their primary target, and for a damned good reason. During the wars with the Tigris, humanity had learned that the Jaguara were a force to be reckoned with.

      Their methods were nearly as terrifying as the Void Wraith. They broke prisoners, until those prisoners joined the Jaguara as slaves. Many officers had betrayed the UFC after they’d been tortured and brainwashed.

      More than that, the Jaguara were cunning. They hid, prowling systems until they could attack with overwhelming force. Their strikes were swift and brutal, and their enemies never had a chance to fight back. If they were allowed to mobilize their fleet, they’d help the rest of the Tigris become an effective resistance.

      “That must not happen,” the larva said, its voice thrumming through Mendez’s mind.

      “I realize that,” he muttered back, knowing an answer wasn’t really necessary. He sighed. “Ship, order the 1st through 10th Fleets to mobilize. They’ll cluster in the Rovald system, then move on Jaguara once all have arrived. Not a single vessel escapes. I don’t want word of their destruction to spread just yet.”

      Mendez clutched at his chest, trying desperately to suck in oxygen. He slumped over the arm of the chair, the cigar tumbling from limp fingers. He was trembling, and had broken out in a cold sweat thick enough to soak his uniform. Finally a breath came, and he sighed in relief.

      “Entity Mendez,” the Eye rumbled through their connection, “your transformation nears. Like entity Reid, much of your consciousness will be preserved. A birthing place has been prepared. Come to me.”

      Mendez’s hand moved of its own accord, typing coordinates into his personal comm. The ship would fly to the system where he knew the Eye was waiting. The excruciating pain had faded, but he knew it would return. He began drawing up orders for the various Void Wraith fleets, setting plans in motion that would continue while he prepared for his transformation.
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      Carnifex watched the footage again, tail flicking in agitation. Were he the brute many claimed, he might have smashed the holoscreen. He might have railed and made threats. He’d have blustered, and boasted that he would kill Fizgig. Carnifex did none of that. The single flick of his tail was the only surrender, the only concession to his rage.

      “The data we were given is accurate? You can detect their cloaking signatures?” he rumbled, shifting an eye to the white-robed scientist lurking in the corner of the room. Her fur was spotted, as his was. Otherwise she’d never have been allowed to serve in the Temple.

      “Yes, Mighty Carnifex,” the scientist said, genuflecting. He shifted his attention back to the holo, watching cloaked figures slice through a full battalion of tanks with alarming ease. From the ground, the scientist spoke, her words oily and no doubt filled with deceit. All scientists were like that. “We’ve used the single Judicator she left for testing. Our sensors cannot pinpoint an exact location, but we can triangulate a rough position.”

      “So we’ll know there are assassins, but we still cannot fight them.” Carnifex hated excuses. He hated groveling. He waved his hand dismissively, knowing that if he allowed the scientist to stay he’d have to deal with both. The scientist rose quickly, backing away with several bows. Then she fled, the scent of fear strong in her wake.

      Carnifex turned back to the recording to study it again. He worried that he’d made the wrong decision, yet he’d had no choice in the matter. Jaguara custom was clear: they would accept no outside help, bow to no coalition. They stood alone, as they always had. Yet, if Fizgig was right, it was only a matter of time before the Void Wraith arrived. Were Carnifex a canny enemy, he’d strike the Jaguara immediately. So just how canny were the Void Wraith?

      “Mighty Carnifex,” a soldier called, trotting into the room. He carried an assault rifle, his armor scored and dented from combat. Maxris, one of the few Carnifex truly trusted. “I dared not risk word over the comm. They’ve come. We detected their drive signatures leaving the Gate nine minutes ago. They will be on us within the hour. What is your will?”

      “You did well in coming directly to me. How many signatures, Maxris?” Carnifex stood resolutely, already planning his escape.

      “At least a thousand, Mighty Carnifex. They will overwhelm our defenses in minutes,” Maxris replied, proud ears drooping. “Even with the mongrel’s fleet, we would not be able to stand against them.”

      “Spread the word, quietly. Choose our best captains, and have them launch immediately. We’ll flee deeper into the system, and circle around the Gate.”

      “What of our people, Mighty Carnifex?” Maxris asked, his voice tight with pain.

      “You know the answer as well as I,” Carnifex rumbled, turning back to the holo. He thumbed it off, then picked up his rifle. “Our world is doomed. We should have begun the evacuation when the mongrel warned us.”

      “Then what will we do?” Maxris straightened, the hope in his voice unmistakable.

      “We will fight, my friend. If we survive, we will find the mongrel, and she will help us avenge our people.”
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      Reid blinked rapidly, trying to clear the fog that seemed to overlay his vision. He had limited success, squinting through dirty glasses at the remains of the Torava system. The sole planet orbiting the white star had not fared well. It had broken into three enormous pieces, all hovering within a few thousand miles of each other. Surrounding the planetary fragments was a truly impressive cloud of debris, asteroids of every size careening off each other.

      He had no idea what catastrophe had destroyed the world, or why the debris hadn’t been swallowed by the sun.

      The voice spoke directly into his mind again. “Irrelevant to your current task. Make for the largest fragment. There you will find our forces, already entrenched.”

      “Master,” Reid said, hesitantly. He didn’t want to offend. The master could quite literally unmake him. “If I understand correctly, we are here seeking the Birthplace. If the Birthplace exists, why was it not found during the last Eradication, or the one before? What is different this time around?”

      “Your question is relevant,” the voice said. “Have no fear of reprisal. During the first Eradication, the exact location of the Birthplace was carefully guarded by our enemies. The original Primo constructed a genetic safeguard, one that we were unable to circumvent. We fared no better during the second Eradication. The Primo’s descendants remembered nothing of substance about the Birthplace, so we did not squander resources attempting to locate it. Yet entity Nolan has proven an unpredictable variable. If he believes the Birthplace can be reached, then we work to ensure that either he is wrong, or that we reach it first.

      “During the last Eradication,” the voice continued, “we destroyed much of this world, but it still possesses a master core. You will find that core, and secure it. You will prevent Nolan from retrieving it, at all costs.”

      Reid watched as they threaded through the asteroids ringing the world. They descended into what remained of the atmosphere, a filmy haze clinging to the largest planetoid fragment. As they approached, Reid spotted a dozen harvesters, arrayed in a defensive formation.

      The Sparhawk passed them without comment, winging through the clouds and down to the surface. It was rocky, barren, and apparently lifeless. Whatever this world had once been, it was rubble now.

      “Em, make for those ruins,” Reid ordered, his voice raspy even in his own ears.

      In the distance he spotted half a dozen harvesters parked around a pyramid. Hundreds of Judicators stood in neat, orderly ranks. They covered every approach to the pyramid, where the master core presumably lay.

      “Master,” he murmured, trying to be bold. “I am too weak to explore the structure. What should I do?”

      “Be at ease,” the voice replied. “The next stage of your metamorphosis begins. Soon, you will be complete. You will know what to do.”

      Something was happening. Inexplicable agony shot through every nerve, and his body felt like it was exploding outwards. Thick, ropey tendrils, like tendons, seized the chair and the console in front of him. They formed a latticework, like a spider’s web. Then a fleshy membrane began to grow between the strands, until the membrane had created a chrysalis around him.

      Reid knew that what came next would be painful, but the entity that emerged would make the pain worthwhile. His confusion would finally be over, and he would become what he’d always been meant to be.
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      “Captain, we’ve entered the Torava system.” Ship’s voice echoed softly through Nolan’s quarters.

      Nolan finished his last two pushups, then stood up to towel off. “I’ll be right up. Alert the crew to meet me on the bridge.”

      Nolan considered the black shirt and loose grey pants. They were the outfit he’d worn when training with Fizgig, and in a way they’d become his new uniform. Now that he thought about it, he realized he hadn’t donned his UFC uniform in months. There was something unsettling about that, but he thrust it aside as he dressed.

      He left his quarters, threading his way through the harvester toward the bridge. There were more Judicators in the halls now—only a few dozen, but at least the place was no longer a ghost town. They’d been created from the civilians the ship had harvested, those that had not yet been placed into bodies when they captured the vessel.

      As he neared the bridge, he was unable to stifle a sigh. This was the fifth time they’d arrived at a Primo world they hoped might contain a First Age master core, and it was the least likely to contain one. The planet itself had broken up into moon-sized chunks, and the core had likely been lost or destroyed in that turmoil. But they had to check anyway.

      “What do we have so far?” he asked, striding onto the bridge. Lena and Atrea were clustered around the hologram depicting the planet—or, rather, the planetary fragments.

      The Marines—and he included Izzy in that now—lounged against the far wall. Edwards pulled his robotic knees to his chest, trying not to be massive. Delta and Annie shared the same disinterested expression, not that Nolan could blame either of them. Even Hannan looked distracted, her freshly shaved head gleaming under the soft light.

      “All right, this is the last lead. If we don’t find something here, we’re back to square one,” Nolan said, moving to join Lena and Atrea. “What do you have so far?”

      “I have good news, Captain,” Ship interjected. “Well, potentially good news. I’m picking up a large number of Void Wraith drive signatures. Some are in orbit, some on the surface of the largest planetary fragment.”

      “That’s good news? Ship, you got a lousy sense of humor,” Annie called from the corner. She spit a gob of black into a pail she’d set up near her feet.

      “It is good news,” Nolan countered, his attention still on the holographic display of the planet. “If the Void Wraith are interested, there must be a reason. Look at that bit of land here, around the ruins of that city. Their forces are centered around that point.” He gestured at the holo, zooming in to illustrate.

      “Yeah, but it’s also bad news because, you know, Void Wraith,” Hannan said, unwrapping a protein bar. “I know you, Captain. You’re going to want to go down there, break into a library they probably have staked out, and then steal this thing right from under their noses.” The way she smiled at the end didn’t make it sound like she disapproved.

      “We don’t really have much choice,” Nolan said. He turned from the hologram, facing the crew. “If we picked up their drives, they picked up ours. As far as we know, they have no friend-or-foe system. If we act like a Void Wraith, they may leave us alone. If we run…”

      “They give chase, because they sense prey,” Izzy finished for him. Her large feline eyes studied the hologram with an intensity that had been lacking the last time he’d seen her. She’d grown, just like the rest of them had. It really underscored how much combat experience mattered, something Nolan hadn’t really understood until recently. “You’re right, Mighty Nolan. We are committed.”

      “Situation’s about normal. Maybe even a little easier than normal,” Delta said, in a rare display of verbosity. Then he added even more, bringing his word count for the day up to about twenty. “At least we haven’t been shot at yet. That’s new.”

      “That will turn right around, I think,” Annie said, grinning at Delta. “Ain’t even noon yet.” She rose to her feet, stretching, and addressed Nolan again. “So, we moving down to the cargo hold? You’re gonna land this bird, right?”

      Nolan turned back to the hologram. “Let’s find out what we’re dealing with first.”

      Ship was descending through the debris field around the planet. A cloud of meteorites littered surrounding space, each on a separate orbit. Ship threaded a path through them, circling past a station-sized fragment. It was the smallest of the three, and once they’d circled it they were able to make a straight dive for their target.

      The largest fragment was probably half the size of Earth, its surface covered in a thin, blueish haze.

      “Ship, what’s the weather down there like?” Nolan didn’t want to use the EVA suits, especially given that the Judicators would be able to move about normally. It was simply too large a disadvantage.

      “Surprisingly, the atmosphere is breathable,” Ship explained, cheerfully. “The oxygen concentration is lower than normal, so prolonged exertion is not recommended.”

      “So it will be like high-altitude training,” Hannan said, nodding. “Tough, but if we go in light and move intelligently we should be fine.”

      “The question is where ‘in’ is.” Nolan turned to Lena and Atrea, happy to have the pair at his disposal again. “What do you ladies think? Can you approximate where the master core might be?”

      “Absolutely,” Lena said, wrapping a friendly arm around Atrea. “They’d have kept the core in the central library, right?”

      “I believe so,” Atrea confirmed. She raised a weathered hand to the hologram, pointing at a spot very near the densest concentration of Void Wraith. “That building. I believe we’ll find it in there.”

      “Right in the hornet’s nest.” Annie sighed, withdrawing a tin from her pocket and pulling out a little chew. “I can see getting in all right, what with the stealth tech, but how are we gonna get out? Especially carrying something the size of a master core.”

      “Edwards, looks like you’re going to be a mule again,” Nolan said, turning to the Alpha. “You’ll be carrying the cube, and we’ll form up around you. Annie’s right about getting out, though. We need a solid plan of escape, or we’re not going to get very far. Atrea, Primo use sanitation systems, right?”

      “Of course. All races have waste to dispose of,” Atrea said, blinking at Nolan as if confused by the question.

      “Ship, can you bring up the city’s substructure, particularly the area near the central library?” Nolan asked.

      “Affirmative, Captain,” Ship answered. The hologram dissolved into another image. This one showed a cutaway of the central library, revealing just how far underground the city went. There were hundreds of sub-levels. “What about those tunnels? Ship, can you plot a direct subterranean route from the approximate location of the master core back to the ship?”

      “Done,” Ship confirmed a moment later. “There are three relatively direct routes that match your criteria.”

      Three lines—red, green, and blue—appeared under the city. They overlapped in several places, and emerged within a city block of each other. One seemed as good as another.

      “Okay, that might get us off the planet, but what then? How do we outrun their fleet?” Delta asked. His tone was neutral. He wasn’t condemning the plan, merely requesting more data.

      Nolan paused to consider before responding. There was a way, but if they screwed this up their deaths were assured. “Ship, do you detect any ships other than harvesters in system?”

      “Yes, Captain. There is one exception. A UFC vessel, designation Sparhawk,” Ship replied.

      “The Sparhawk is here?” Nolan’s surprise was total, though he mastered himself quickly. “That will mean Reid.”

      “Reid? If that twisted son of a bitch is down there, we need to take a shot,” Delta said, his chrome eyes conveying as much anger as his tone. “Not just because I owe the bastard, but because he’s the primary link to whoever controls the Void Wraith. Severing that link will deprive them of an important tool. Also, he’s a bastard.”

      “He’s responsible for what happened to Kathryn,” Nolan said. “I want him just as badly. If we get the chance we’ll deal with him.” He didn’t want to encourage the man’s vendetta, not when it could cost them. “Our primary mission, though, is the core. We only take a shot if we can do it safely—and, honestly, I don’t see how that will be possible. We have to get out without being detected.”

      “Yes, sir,” Delta said, giving the barest nod. He glanced down at the deck, so Nolan dropped the subject.

      “Ship, how far from the planet would we have to get before we could guarantee a safe escape to the Helios Gate?” Nolan asked, studying the holomap critically.

      “Here,” Ship replied, a green dot appearing a small distance from the planet. “If we can reach this, it will be impossible for another harvester class vessel to catch us before we reach the Gate.”

      “Well, there’s your answer,” Nolan said, turning to Delta. “Not only do we need to get this core, but we have to do it without alerting the whole planet. This needs to be a surgical strike, because if they get even a hint that we’re here, there’s no way we’ll escape.”
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      Hannan tightened the strap on her new goggles, then thumbed on the tactical display. It had everything from number of rounds remaining to a minimap showing her squad’s location, plus it let her play video feeds when communicating. Their fancy new toys had come from the armory that used to belong to the 1st Fleet, and some days they made Hannan love her job.

      Today was not one of those days. She resisted the urge to fidget with her plasma rifle, instead standing in as relaxed a position as she could manage. She was the example here, and the squad would take their lead from her. If she was nervous or antsy, it would spread.

      “What’s the plan, Sarge?” Edwards asked. He was crouched next to the energy curtain, his enormous head peering down at the rapidly approaching planetary fragment. Oddly, she only thought of him as the Alpha now. It seemed to fit him better than his original body ever had.

      The harvester zoomed past the fragment, into a suddenly clear space. Below them was nothing but wispy clouds, and the mountains surrounding what had once been the largest city Hannan had ever seen, even larger than the California sprawl she’d grown up in. Broken spires stabbed miles into the sky, and rings of structures extended endlessly outward in all directions.

      “We’re just going to walk in and take the core. Ideally, we’ll take a subterranean route to avoid as many enemies as possible. Plan’s a bit light on details,” Hannan admitted, staring at the rapidly approaching city.

      They were close enough to see the LZ now, and her bowels turned to water. She counted quickly. Twenty-nine harvesters, with hundreds of Judicators prowling between them. It was the largest group they’d ever faced, and the captain was leading them in completely unsupported.

      “What if they attack us?” Edwards asked. There was no nervousness there. The Marine wasn’t at all concerned about dying, but that had been true long before he’d become an Alpha.

      “Then we attack back, but we do it smart.” Hannan kept her tone firm. “That means eliminating them quietly, so we don’t alert this entire place. That happens, and we’re toast. There’s a lot riding on this, so don’t get flashy.”

      “She means don’t go off half-cocked, son,” Annie supplied, tightening her boot laces.

      “I know, Sarge,” Edwards said, his tone somber. “I won’t let you down.”

      “Everyone ready?” the captain asked, striding into the docking bay.

      Delta shadowed him, moving to stand by Annie and Edwards.

      “Yes, sir,” Hannan said, giving a relieved smile. The damned waiting was over. “The squad is good to go. We’re in better fighting shape than we’ve been since the Johnston. Maybe even better, with our new hardware.”

      “We’re going to need to be better,” the captain replied, staring through the energy curtain at the section of the city directly below them. “When we touch down we’ll activate our stealth belts, and follow Edwards toward the building with the core. Ship has given us a safe route through the sanitation tunnels, so we’ll follow that into the library. Hannan, just tell me where you want me.”

      That was one of the things she most liked about the captain. Just before their first mission, they’d had a conversation about tactics versus strategy; ever since then, he’d let her do her job without interference. She’d never had a commanding officer who understood the benefits to both parties in that arrangement. The job got done well, and nobody died doing it.

      “Yes, sir.” Hannan moved to the energy curtain, next to Edwards. They were rapidly descending toward a landing pad not far from the target. She tensed as the harvester touched down, waiting for Judicators to turn and light their ship up. “No reaction. They don’t seem interested in us. Okay, belts on, everyone. Let’s move.”

      Hannan tapped the button on top of her belt, then leapt to the golden metal platform. She snapped her plasma rifle to her shoulder, sweeping in tight arcs as she advanced toward the tunnel indicated on her HUD. There were no Judicators between them and the narrow doorway, but there were plenty milling about, some within a few dozen meters.

      “Captain, Annie, Delta, into the hole. Izzy, you’re on rearguard.” Hannan’s voice was barely a breath, but the comm picked it up and transmitted it.

      The squad moved quickly, working their way toward the doorway at the opposite side of the landing pad. Hannan watched their telltale shimmers disappear inside, followed by Edwards. He was forced to scoot sideways, his head brushing the top of the doorway as he squeezed through. The maneuver sent up a spray of sparks and a loud screech of metal on metal.

      Hannan froze, turning slowly to the group of Judicators a dozen meters away. All four turned to face the doorway, cocking their heads as they studied it. Her finger moved to her trigger, though she wouldn’t fire unless she could confirm that they’d been detected.

      Then she was staggering to the side as an explosion blossomed from behind her. She spun, eyes widening as she realized what had just happened. Rows of compressed tanks stood near one of the enemy harvesters, and someone had detonated one of those canisters—probably with a well-timed plasma blast.

      All four Judicators turned to face the blast, then prowled in that direction to investigate. Hannan spotted a shimmer as a cloaked figure circled away, not just from the blast but also from the tunnel entrance. Izzy was leading them away.

      The Tigris’s voice came through the comm. “I’ll keep them distracted. Get below and find the core.”

      Hannan’s mouth tightened into a line, but she turned and sprinted toward the tunnel mouth. She paused just inside, glancing out at the growing cluster of Judicators around the explosion.

      “Be careful, Izzy.” Even as she said the words, Hannan knew that Izzy wouldn’t listen. Izzy was a soldier; if sacrificing herself meant the mission was successful, that was exactly what the Tigris would do.
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      The new entity awoke. It was no longer the human Reid, yet that vessel had given form to it. Thus, the new entity decided it would keep the identity.

      That dilemma solved, Reid became aware of a hundred new senses. He could hear the frequency of the vibration passing through the the deck as the Sparhawk’s engines purred quietly. He knew the exact composition of the atmosphere, down to the traces of fluoride emanating from a small lake four point two kilometers away.

      Yet those outer sensations were a tiny flow of data compared to the vast ocean within. For Reid was no longer alone. He was connected to something much greater, a repository of information that stretched across seventeen galaxies. The sensory data of billions of appendages was available for his perusal, hundreds of millennia of recorded memories stretching endlessly before him.

      Reid was aware of all of that, yet it all became secondary as he examined his new body. He was unsurprised to find his body was similar to the Eye itself: He’d become a bulbous white sphere. Dozens of tendrils extended from what had been his back, each like a separate limb. Experimentally, Reid stretched several of them out, using them to press buttons on the console, pick up a plasma rifle, access a data pad.

      “Interesting,” Reid murmured. His voice was a deep, Lovecraftian tenor. It thrummed within him, created by something entirely different than human vocal cords. “Our metamorphosis took just under nineteen hours.”

      Much had transpired in that time, the most relevant in the last hour. An unregistered harvester had entered the system and landed near the southern end of the city. Sensors had detected several cloaked signatures exiting the vessel, and those signals had disappeared into a building not far from the ship.

      “Computer,” Reid said, willing his body to rise from the chair where it had been born. He hovered several feet above the deck, held aloft by one of the marvelous new organs this body contained. “Display a map of the tunnel system running beneath the city. Extrapolate the speed of the cloaked signatures based on their recorded movement, then show me the most likely route to the central library.”

      “Working,” Em said, the VI manifesting as a hologram displayed on the corner of the console.

      A moment later the hologram shifted, displaying a tangled nest of corridors crisscrossing the bottom of the city. Several different colored lines were displayed, each plotting a possible route to the central library. That had to be their destination, of course, but Reid lacked sufficient data to determine which route they would choose.

      Reid considered his course of action. He knew this had to be Nolan, and for once Reid had the upper hand. He could destroy their harvester before it lifted off, leaving them stranded. Even if the Judicators below somehow failed to capture or kill Nolan, he’d be trapped here, unable to continue his quest for the Birthplace.

      The Birthplace. Reid spun off a separate thoughtline, another thread of consciousness to be considered in tandem with the Nolan situation. This spawned other thoughtlines, dozens of them. They grew into a vast tapestry, one stretching back to the original Eradication, when the Gorthians had first discovered this galaxy.

      “I have the answer.” Reid knew instantly that he must report his findings. It thrummed, sending a quantum signal across tens of thousands of light years—another of the marvelous new organs.

      “Speak, progeny.” The Eye’s response wasn’t words, not precisely. It was pure sensory data, but Reid’s mind still thought of them as words. Rendering them in that way was helpful somehow.

      “I have made a connection. You have commanded that Nolan be kept from the master core, but I believe we must allow him to acquire it,” Reid transmitted the aggregate of all thoughtlines, speaking only the conclusion aloud. “I believe the Primo used a causality matrix, and I think I know what the key to that matrix might be.”

      “Your thoughtlines are clear,” the Eye mused. “I agree with your findings. Need may be the key to the matrix. Allow entity Nolan to take the core, and he may be able to find the location of the Birthplace.”

      Reid could feel the Eye digesting his lines of thought, reveling in the new perspective Reid’s human-born mind provided. He showed the Eye his vision, and knew the Eye was pleased. It approved, and withdrew from his mind to allow him space to execute the plan.

      Reid turned his single bulbous eye to the console. If he’d had a mouth he would have smiled.

      “Send a transmission on the Alpha frequency,” Reid commanded. This was the only way to reach the vessel commanding the garrison. A light on the console turned green, signifying the connection. “Judicator Alpha-six-eleven, a small team is approaching the central core. I want you to intercept them. Here is what you will do.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

      

    

    







            Too Easy

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan trotted into the relative darkness, relying on his goggles to identify targets. The goggles were great, switching automatically to low light when the need was detected. They’d been part of the equipment package Dryker had passed along. It was strange actually having the tools you needed to do your job well.

      “Doesn’t look like they much care we’re here,” Annie said, a little louder than Nolan would have liked.

      “Stow it, Annie,” Hannan snapped in a harsh whisper, shooting a glare at the rumpled Marine. “Stay frosty.”

      “She’s got a point,” Nolan whispered into the comm. He didn’t like not having a visual on the others, but with the stealth belts the shimmer was the only thing he was going to get. “There was no resistance to our landing, at all. Either that means our enemies are a whole lot less sophisticated than we’ve seen so far, or this is a trap.”

      Hannan’s voice came back over the comm. “That mean you want to pull back, sir?” The shimmer he associated with her paused at the mouth of the next tunnel.

      “I wish we could.” Nolan trotted forward, pausing near the tunnel mouth. The HUD in his goggles indicated they’d come about halfway. “We need this core. There isn’t any other option. Either we get the data here, or we concede final defeat to the Void Wraith. This is our last shot at finding the Birthplace.”

      Delta’s quiet voice came over the comm. It was only the second time he’d spoken that day. “If it even still exists. It’s possible it was destroyed millennia ago. Hell, we don’t even know what it is we’re looking for, even if we do find it.”

      “I get it, Delta,” Nolan replied smoothly. “The op sucks. We don’t have another plan, so we either pull this off, or give up and find a hole to hide in. I’m not giving up. Hannan, let’s double-time it. I’m getting nervous.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hannan said. Her shimmer broke into a near-sprint. “Keep up, people. Edwards, I want you to move to rear guard.”

      The squad made excellent time through the tunnel, and Nolan couldn’t help but feel a little pride. He remembered coming aboard the UFC Johnston—hell, he remembered his first field op back on the Sparhawk. He’d had no idea how little he knew about combat, or what poor shape he was in. Months of training and conditioning had turned him into something approaching a real Marine, or so he hoped.

      The lower gravity meant that everything felt effortless, and they made amazing time through the tunnels. One hundred twenty-two seconds later, they emerged into the bottom of the building that Ship had identified as the central library. The structure didn’t look much different from the surrounding tunnels, save that elaborate runes now dotted panels next to every doorway. Presumably they were directions of some kind.

      “Ship, can you see these?” Nolan asked, gliding forward as silently as he could.

      “Affirmative, Captain,” Ship replied. “What you’re looking at are identification markers, by subject apparently. I’ll monitor your feed and let you know if I detect anything worth mentioning.”

      Nolan leaned into his sprint, noticing that Hannan’s shimmering form had stopped outside the next tunnel, which sloped downward away from her position and led deeper into the library. Nolan slowed as he approached, identifying Annie and Delta also crouched there, watching. It wasn’t hard to guess why they’d stopped. At the base of the stairwell stood a pair of Alpha Judicators, and beyond them half a dozen smaller ones.

      “Sir?” Hannan breathed into the comm.

      “If we try approaching and they detect us, we’re screwed. If we attack them and they raise an alarm, we’re screwed,” Nolan said aloud, chewing on the problem. He clenched a fist, deciding. “We don’t have a choice. Let’s take them out, and push into the core’s chamber as quickly as possible. Smash and grab, people.”

      “All right,” Hannan replied. There was a moment’s silence, then she spoke again. “Edwards, we’re going to need you to go ballistic on the Alpha to the right. The rest of us will concentrate fire on the left, distracting that thing until you can deal with it.”

      “Roger that, Sarge,” Edwards replied, the glee in his voice convincing Nolan that the private was as crazy as he’d previously assumed.

      “Go,” Hannan hissed.

      Edwards sprinted forward, using the lower gravity to great effect. He launched himself into the air, his leap taking him above the first Alpha. It started to turn in his direction, but by that point Edwards had ignited his plasma sword, which swept down in a tight arc, slicing through his opponent’s thick arm. The severed limb clattered to the deck in a spray of orangish blood, and the Alpha staggered to the side as its balance was thrown off.

      Nolan turned his attention to the Alpha on the left. Hannan and Delta were already moving, their combined fire concentrated on the Alpha’s right knee. Nolan drew a bead, then added his own stream of shots; Annie did the same. In the space of two seconds they severed the leg at the knee, and the Alpha toppled to the deck even as Edwards sliced its companion apart.

      The Judicators behind the Alphas were beginning to move, and answering fire shot back in their direction. Nolan dove for cover, using the high ground. He lay flat, most of his body still hidden in the hallway, and fired three quick bursts at the Judicator. The first found the target; the other shots went wild. The Judicators fell back into cover. Their wounded companion didn’t quite make it, caught by one of Annie’s shots.

      Edwards finished off the first Alpha, leaping into the fray with the now-legless second. He brought his sword down on the back of its head, the blue-white blade slicing through the brain and chest in another spray of orange goo.

      Nolan winced, waiting for the explosion. If it came, it would blow the entire op. Judicators didn’t always explode though, and he was hoping that they had no such order on this world.

      “Delta, Annie, take it to them,” Hannan ordered, raising a hand and gesturing at the Judicators’ position. Then she fired off a wild burst of shots, driving them back into cover. Annie turned to Edwards. “Give me some more cover fire.”

      Edwards obliged, firing the massive cannon slung under his left arm. It burned through a section of the wall, nearly catching a Judicator that had risked return fire. Their enemies had no choice but to hang back while half the squad flanked them. A moment later Delta and Annie began their crossfire, answered sporadically by the Judicators.

      “Captain, you’re with me,” Hannan said, sprinting down the hallway. She paused at the edge, leaning low and rolling a grenade around the corner.

      Nolan counted to three, then braced himself as it detonated. The room shook, and he hoped that no one above had felt it. Then Nolan darted around the corner, gunning down the last two Judicators. Just like that, it was over, the corridor thick with the smell of ozone and the tangy scent of Judicator blood.

      “All right, Edwards,” Nolan said, pointing up the hallway. “We’ve got a straight shot to the core room. Get down there, don’t wait for us.”
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      Izzy leapt into the air, kicking off the sloped wall of the building. She grabbed the lip of the roof, using her momentum to sling herself atop it, then dropped prone and tried to calm her breathing. It took effort to still her tail, forcing it to lay flat against her leg. She flicked the switch on her belt, turning off the cloaking, and froze, shrinking against the hot metal as her pursuers approached.

      Four Judicators advanced up the street, their weapons swiveling as they sought targets. They seemed puzzled, their pace slowing as they tried to find some sign of her. Izzy refused to give it to them. She’d grown up a huntress, and while she’d never be Fizgig’s equal in combat, no one was better at stalking prey.

      The four Judicators turned, making their way back toward the landing pad. The fact that they’d disengaged the instant she deactivated the belt was confirmation that they could track their own technology. That had serious implications; it meant that Nolan had also been detected, and was likely walking into a trap. She briefly considered pursuing him, but discarded the idea.

      Catching up would be difficult without her stealth belt. She’d have to creep carefully from cover to cover, and she’d never gain ground that way. So how could she be useful? She could ask him for instructions, but Izzy was loathe to break radio silence. They were in an enemy encampment, and every transmission would be a risk.

      Izzy’s breathing finally slowed, and a slight breeze ruffled her snowy fur. It carried something on it, something she’d only smelled once before: a foul odor, one that had come from Admiral Mow when Fizgig had torn out his throat. It was the smell of whatever creature he’d been about to turn into.

      Izzy shimmied along the roof, very conscious that she had no hard cover from anyone above her. Fortunately, the building was taller than even Alpha Judicators, and they all seemed to have given up the search for the disturbance. A few had begun cleaning up debris from the explosion she’d caused, but the rest had already gone back to patrol.

      She reached the far edge of the roof, where the smell was strongest. Izzy studied the neighboring landing platform, which contained several harvesters and a vessel she’d often heard described. The Sparhawk. It looked tiny next to the capital ships, though the railgun under the cockpit identified it as a warship. Nearly a dozen Alphas ringed the vessel, and at least a hundred Judicators stood at attention. That kind of detail wasn’t used anywhere else, not even for the central library. So why was this ship so important? She adjusted her goggles, setting them to record.

      Izzy scanned the platform, realizing that there was no way she’d be able to get inside to find out. The stench was coming from inside, and it was definitely getting stronger. It touched something primal within her, and the fur on her tail stood out straight like the bristles on a brush. That was embarrassing, but thankfully Fizgig wasn’t around to see it. Mighty Fizgig would have given her a tongue-lashing about controlling her emotions.

      Izzy’s eyes widened as something emerged from the aft doorway. She had heard the planet-sized Eye described, and imagined that what she was seeing must be a miniature version. Its main body was perhaps five feet in diameter, a milky white orb veined with dark red. A mass of tentacles writhed from the back, some used for locomotion while others held everything from weapons to a data pad. The thing moved fast, leaving the ship and descending to the platform with alarming speed.

      The Judicators turned as one, saluting. The little eye rose from the platform. It floated into the air, drifting in her direction. Izzy panicked. She rolled across the roof, dropping lightly to the ground in an alleyway. That put her in view of any Judicator who happened to pass by; with a muttered curse Izzy thumbed on her stealth belt. She just had to hope they hadn’t detected the signal from this distance.

      Her gaze settled on the harvester they’d come in. If Nolan made it out, that was where he’d go, so she needed to get back inside. Nolan needed to see this footage as soon as possible.
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      Mendez experienced the kind of dread a two-year-old in the dark knows—the certainty that something evil lurks there, watching. Only Mendez could see this evil, the Eye floating in space before him. His harvester approached, descending quickly toward the point somewhere south of the iris. He knew the Eye was aware of him, could feel the tremendous weight of its attention.

      The ship zipped toward the Eye, descending into a thin, soupy atmosphere. It was humid, and mist eddied and swirled around the harvester as it set down on the rocky surface. Mendez took a deep breath, and walked to the airlock and down the ramp, carrying no weapon except for his side arm. He didn’t bring food or supplies, because he knew he’d need neither here.

      Mendez walked toward a rocky hill, even the brief exertion taxing him. He wheezed with every step, sweat breaking out everywhere in the first few steps. He turned his attention inward, trying to distract himself from the exercise.

      The attack on Jaguara had gone well, but his goal of isolating the world had failed. A group of Tigris vessels had waited for the main Void Wraith fleet to land, then ambushed one of his patrols in a daring raid. They’d seized a number of harvesters, fleeing the system before the bulk of his fleet could arrive. Not enough had gotten away to be a real threat, but they would spread word and would most likely link up with Fizgig.

      Still, the Jaguara had lost their homeworld, and the vast majority of their military strength had been neutralized.

      Mendez was weaving now, but he redoubled his pace, pushing hard to reach the mouth of a tunnel at the base of the hill. It was covered with a terrifying organic material, like something an insect would secrete. That didn’t matter; he knew he had to reach it, and that he’d be safe inside.

      So Mendez kept moving, trying to distract himself with tactics and logistics. He had some limited success, but every step was still harder than the last.

      “Maybe if I talk out loud,” Mendez said, stumbling over a chalky rock. “God, I must look wretched.”

      He continued toward the tunnel, finally entering. The humidity was even worse here, and a foul stench came from all around him. Something big scuttled in the darkness. Many somethings. Reflective eyes flashed as his wrist light swept the tunnel ahead, then they scattered, scurrying back into the shadows as he approached.

      It was damned creepy. Mendez hated bugs. But on some primal level, he understood that they wouldn’t attack. They could smell the larva, and they feared it. Perhaps they knew what it would become—and that scared the hell out of Mendez.

      He kept walking, his breath coming in painful little pants. Finally, he reached a wide chamber. Below was a pool of bright green fluid, and in the center lay a sort of bed—a bed intended for him. Hoses extended from the bed into the fluid, and he realized with certainty that those hoses would be attached to him.
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      Edwards sprinted up the corridor, his metallic body leaping thirty feet per stride. This lower gravity was amazing, even more fun than he’d had in the Primo library. Sparks flew from the floor as he skidded to a halt in front of a large door with a stylized image of a floating cube on it.

      “Nice of them to label the right room,” Edwards said to himself. Then he pushed the door. Nothing. “Okay then, looks like I’ve got to use some necessary force.” If he’d still had a mouth he’d have grinned.

      Edwards ignited his plasma sword, jamming it into the narrow crack between the doors. He leaned against it, plunging the blade almost to the hilt, then planted a robotic foot against the wall next to the door and pulled, using his leg to brace himself. Gyros all over his body strained, but after a moment the right-hand door came open with an echoing pop. He stumbled backwards, catching himself against the opposite wall.

      “Let’s see if we can get ourselves a cube,” he muttered, ducking into the room. It was a simple affair, very similar to the last two cube rooms. A pedestal stood in the center, with a massive cube bobbing up and down above it.

      “There you are,” Edwards said, moving up to the pedestal. “You and me are going for a little walk there, friend. Don’t worry, I have tons of experience hauling around cubes like you.”

      Edwards seized the cube with both hands, just like he had at the last library. He was completely unprepared for the massive jolt of power the shot through him. His entire body went rigid, then collapsed to the floor. Every light in his HUD turned red.

      Uh-oh.

      “Captain?” Edwards said into the comm. “Uh, I think I need some help in here. This thing isn’t being very cooperative. When I tried to pick it up, it zapped me good.”
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      Nolan didn’t hesitate, breaking into a full sprint the instant Edwards spoke. He ran down the hallway, arms pumping as he ate up ground. He was aware of the rest of the squad falling in behind him, and Hannan barking orders. He ignored them, focused entirely on this task. This was worth breaking radio silence for.

      “Ship, Atrea, we’ve got a problem. The cube is emitting an electrical shock, and Edwards can’t touch it. Any idea how to disable that?” Nolan’s pace didn’t slacken. If anything, he poured on more speed. He could see the remains of a Primo door in the distance, perhaps a hundred meters away.

      Atrea’s voice broke onto the comm. “Captain, there’s no reason the device should emit any sort of charge, unless it is doing so as a defensive countermeasure. It’s possible that it recognizes that Edwards is a Judicator. Perhaps the original Primo used safeguards against Void Wraith tech.”

      “Lovely,” Nolan replied, panting slightly as he neared the doorway. “Can you think of a way to shut it off?”

      He skidded into the room, coming up short next to Edwards’s prone body. The Alpha didn’t appear damaged, but he hadn’t risen yet. Behind him a blazing blue cube bobbed up and down, pulses of light flowing along the circuitry that lined the surface. The cube and control panel looked very similar to the others Nolan had seen.

      “Negative, Captain,” Ship responded. “If the cube is guarded against Void Wraith technology it will detect yours as well. Even if it doesn’t, it may not recognize your species.”

      “Captain, do you want me to—” Atrea began.

      “Negative,” Nolan interrupted, moving to the panel at the base of the cube. He shrugged his pack off his shoulder, withdrawing a much smaller cube from it. “We’re going to have to write this thing off. We don’t have enough time. Atrea, I’m going to route the interface to your terminal. Use the connection to gather as much relevant data as you can, then we’re getting the hell out of here. Two minutes.”

      They should have been gone already. Nolan couldn’t explain why the Void Wraith hadn’t invaded en masse. He couldn’t explain why the others hadn’t realized one of their patrols had been wiped out. Or rather, he could explain it—he just didn’t like the obvious conclusion. The only reason he could think of was that the Void Wraith knew they were here, and weren’t stopping them. That raised a host of troubling questions.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Atrea said. Nolan socketed the cube into the terminal, thankful that every iteration of the Primo empire had kept the same basic technology.

      Beside him, Edwards struggled into a sitting position, then wobbled to his feet. “Captain, you want me to try again? Maybe that barrier is gone now.”

      “I doubt it,” Nolan said, shaking his head. “We’ll let Atrea get what we need. Just be ready to lay down suppressive fire when we make a run for it.”

      The rest of the squad had reached the doorway, and Hannan had put herself and Delta at corners of the room. Annie took up cover on the opposite side of the pedestal. Then it was a waiting game, and it was excruciating. Nolan expected the pounding of metal feet at any moment but, other than the squad’s ragged breathing and the hum of the master core, there was nothing but silence.

      “I’ve completed my work, Captain. I believe I have what we came for. You can withdraw the cube and come back to the ship,” Atrea said.

      Nolan carefully placed the cube in his pack, slinging the nylon shoulder strap over his shoulders. He paused to eye Edwards. “Private, how do you feel about giving the rest of us a ride back to the surface?”

      “Can do, Captain.” Edwards straightened, somehow making his expressionless face look excited.

      “Everybody up,” Nolan said, replacing his pack and scaling Edwards. The rest of the squad did the same. With Annie on one shoulder and Hannan on the other, Edwards broke into a sprint, and they started for the surface.

      “Sir?” Hannan asked. It was whispered over a private channel, and a quick glance showed that none of the others had been included.

      “Yeah,” Nolan replied under his voice.

      “You know this is all too easy. This place should be like a kicked anthill,” she whispered. Her voice was almost drowned out by Edwards giving a tremendous whoop. They had to be going forty-five miles an hour. Maybe faster.

      “I know,” Nolan answered, just as quietly. He held onto the back of Edwards’s neck, clinging like a spider. “Not much we can do about it, though. Besides, they’ll have plenty of chance to stop us when we take off.”

      He fell silent, considering. He couldn’t think of any reason why the Void Wraith would intentionally let them escape, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have one. Not that it impacted his decisions at all. Either way they needed to escape, and if the Void Wraith were letting them do that, then they’d just have to watch for any carefully baited hooks.

      Edwards ducked low under a doorway, which nearly clipped Nolan’s shoulder. He flattened, barely keeping his grip. Edwards righted himself and they sprinted up the final corridor, the familiar cloaking effect rippling over Edwards as they approached the landing platform. Nolan activated his own cloak, and the others did the same.

      Moment of truth.

      They burst into the sunlight, Edwards sprinting full tilt toward their harvester. Dozens of Judicators were operating within a few dozen meters, but not a single one looked up or tried to stop them in any way.

      Definitely too easy.

      Edwards continued up the harvester’s ramp, leaping through the energy curtain and into the docking bay. Only then did he drop his cloak.

      “Ship,” Nolan ordered. “Get us the hell out of here.”
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      Reid studied Nolan as he and his squad entered the harvester. They were invisible on the normal visible spectrum, but Reid could hear their heartbeats. He could smell the chemical composition of their sweat. Nolan paused just beyond the energy curtain, scanning the landing pad. He even looked up, scanning the sky where Reid hovered.

      Were it not for his limited senses, he’d have seen Reid. But another marvelous organ allowed Reid to cloak—it was where the Void Wraith technology had originated, after all. Only his cloak was total, not the flawed versions their troops used.

      Nolan turned back to his crew, trotting into the harvester as it lifted from the landing pad. Reid willed himself forward, his body accelerating toward the departing craft. He felt a moment of very human fear, which evaporated as he tapped into the barest fraction of what his new body allowed him to do.

      Reid matched the velocity of the harvester, then accelerated 20%. He glided closer, narrowing the gap as the harvester broke orbit. As it left the remnants of the planet’s atmosphere Reid wondered about vacuum. But he had an organ for that, too—in this case the dermis encasing his body. It was impervious to nearly everything, including the energies of a star. The human in Reid knew that should have been impossible, especially given the limited size of genetic material involved in his creation, but there it was.

      It was terrifyingly beautiful, because the entire organism had been meticulously optimized for hundreds of millennia. Reid could sense the Eye, feel the depth of memory. Bit by bit, the Eye had evolved to master every environment, and Reid realized that if he survived long enough he would be as vast as the Eye that had spawned him.

      Reid finally reached the departing harvester, slowing his approach as he reached the hull. Another organ activated, this one tapping into the ship’s communications. The ship answered, bypassing the crude VI that Nolan had installed. Reid considered the precautions he might take to hide his presence, but even as he did so he realized they’d already been put into place.

      The harvesters had been created by the Gorthians. They’d been built to serve and protect, and could not harm a Gorthian in any way. More, the vessel would do everything possible to cloak his presence from the ship’s occupants, unless he ordered it to do otherwise. It would obey him without question, locking out the ship’s own VI if necessary. In short, Reid could take control of the vessel at any time.

      Instead, he drifted to the airlock. The door opened without issue, and Reid drifted inside. Every passage had been built large enough to accommodate a growing eye, and the Judicators were the perfect servants to carry out his will. He reached out with the communication organ, feeling for Judicators. They answered, their carefully embedded programing activating. Forty-five Judicators, and four Alphas.

      The host consciousnesses weren’t even aware that they’d answered, of course. That would have created the possibility that they could betray a Gorthian’s presence. No, Reid was completely obfuscated. He drifted into a maintenance bay, one that appeared empty. It was in the far corner of the left wing, under the boarding tubes.

      There was no obvious use for the room, no reason anyone would go there. Reid added a subconscious compulsion to all Judicators to stay out, just in case. He also ordered them to warn him should someone approach. Reid could cloak, but it would be better if none of the crew were close enough to necessitate that.

      He tapped into the harvester’s sensors. They’d nearly reached the sun, and would be entering the Gate soon. Reid didn’t care where they went from there. Nolan would solve this, somehow finding the Birthplace. When he did, Reid would seize it, ensuring his race’s domination of every galaxy in their cluster.
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      Three weeks of fighting losing battles was taking a toll on Dryker. He’d stopped shaving—stopped grooming entirely, really. A four-hour nap each day was all the sleep he had time for. He knew his uniform was rumpled and stained, that his hair was askew. He knew he should care, especially when it involved a meeting this important. But Dryker was tired.

      He steeled himself, straightening his posture as he swiveled his chair to face the holodisplay. It was blank as of yet, but at any moment they’d receive a communications request from Earth. This was exactly the kind of conversation he’d always avoided, because he was painfully aware that he had a problem keeping his temper in check when dealing with idiotic superiors. That was what had led to him being banished to the 14th, war hero or no.

      “Captain, encrypted request on Quantum.” Juliard looked up from her console, blinking at him. “Put it through?”

      He nodded, and the holographic display showed a large mahogany desk. The wall behind it bore the massive presidential seal of the UFC. The woman in the chair looked seventy, so she was probably closer to a hundred and twenty. Her silvered hair was pulled into a ponytail, and her proud face fixed him with a haughty stare.

      “Hello, Admiral Dryker,” she began, raising an eyebrow when she uttered the word admiral. The emphasis stung, but she was right. Earth hadn’t awarded that promotion; he’d claimed it for himself. “I’m President Gregg. Why don’t you have a seat? We have a great deal to discuss.”

      Dryker glanced at the chair behind him, then carefully sat. No sense antagonizing the woman. “We do,” he said, “and we need to do it quickly.” He leaned forward, giving her what he hoped was a pleading look. “I know the military and the civilian governments rarely get along. That can’t be us. We’re fighting—”

      “A war for our species’ survival, I know. One that could see not just humanity, but the Tigris and Primo as well, wiped from the galactic stage.” She leaned forward as well, spearing him with intense grey eyes. “Tell me what you need in order to win, Admiral. What can Earth do? This isn’t a holodrama. I will not allow politics to play a role in the destruction of our race. You will find no resistance here, only a government united in support of you.”

      For a long moment Dryker wasn’t sure what to say. He’d been so ready to do battle, to fight to get her to see reality. Instead, he briefed her like he would any other CO. He knew she’d read the report, so he summarized as much as he could.

      “Okay, let’s start with our current situation. We don’t have any hard data on the enemy fleet size, but I’d guess it’s in the four digits. Probably several thousand. That’s enough harvesters to wipe out all military resistance, and to systematically cull the populations of every known world. That fleet is commanded by Admiral Mendez, and if you know anything about history, you know how capable he is.

      “Our only real hope is scattering. We need to evacuate core worlds, and create mobile convoys. I’m willing to divide the military to guard those convoys. If we’re lucky, some will survive.”

      “Is it that dire?” the president asked. She leaned back in her chair, a sudden weariness slumping her shoulders. She looked up at him again. “There are twenty-two billion people on Earth. If we nationalize every Helios-worthy vessel, we might be able to save twenty million. Are you telling me the rest of those people will be turned into enemy troops? And there’s nothing we can do to stop that? What about our orbital defense platforms?”

      “The Void Wraith easily destroyed Primo libraries.” Dryker knew the words were tough to hear, and he admired the woman for her calm. “That was with dozens of vessels. With hundreds? Or even thousands? They’ll use their cloaking technology to get close, and they’ll blitz the platforms. Our orbital defenses will be down in hours, tops. After that, they can pick off any vessel that goes for the Gate. They can ground as many transports as they want. It will take a while, but they will eventually convert our entire population.”

      “And there’s nothing we can do?” she asked. “No way to destroy this planet-sized Eye from your report? Or even to find it?” The corners of her mouth dropped into a schoolmarm’s frown. “I won’t accept that. Can’t accept it. You need to find an option, Admiral. You’re all Earth has. We need a workable survival plan, one that will buy us at least six months.”

      “Madam President, you said I’d encounter no resistance,” Dryker said. He let out a deep sigh. “I know this is tough to accept. I know its harsh. We’re well and truly screwed. We’re doing what we can to gather allies, but even with the Tigris and Primo, I don’t think we can hold Earth in a prolonged assault. Bringing our forces here and making the attempt would allow the Void Wraith to break the back of the resistance.”

      “How is your plan better? If we flee they’ll pick us all off, eventually. If they’re continuously building more ships, searching will get easier and easier. The refugees will eventually run out of food, or fuel. When they do, they’ll be picked off, too. Your plan doesn’t make sense, not unless you’re buying time for something,” She looked at him carefully, then her eyes widened. He’d given something away. “Spill it, Admiral. Give me some hope.”

      Could Dryker trust her? She could be a Void Wraith plant, like Mendez. Of course, if she was, they were screwed either way. He decided to take a risk.

      “Captain Nolan has been dispatched to seek out a Primo weapon. A vessel, one that enjoyed a great deal of military success against the Void Wraith the first time they attacked the Milky Way.” Dryker considered how far to go, opting to give her the entire truth. “There’s a high likelihood that the Primo leadership has been compromised by the Void Wraith. I believe Celendra may be a spy. Because of this, we’ve told no one of Nolan’s mission. Not even I have full details.”

      “Still, that’s hope,” the president said. “It’s something to hold onto. I know I can’t tell anyone. What’s said here won’t go beyond this room. But it helps me, and I sorely needed that.” She gave a grim smile. “You gave me a bitter pill, but I’ll swallow it. If we’re going to lose the planet, then we’ll sell it as dearly as possible. I’ll brief the World Congress.”

      “Will they accept this?” Dryker asked.

      “You mean will they accept you being in charge of the military now that the rest of the admiralty is either dead or gone rogue?” the President asked. Dryker liked her more and more. “They’ll accept it, Admiral. Most will scramble for their personal transports as soon as they understand what’s happening, and once they begin to flee, the media will ensure everyone follows suit. Those who can get off, will. When that happens, I’ll have a list of convoys drawn up for you. Until then, godspeed.”

      “Thank you, Madam President,” Dryker said, and to his surprise he meant it. “We’re up against some tough odds, but we’ll keep fighting until we can’t. I’m not giving up.”
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      Nolan let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. They were safe. He watched as they disappeared into the sun’s corona, diving for the sea of molten radiation. Not a single Void Wraith had pursued; every drive signature remained on or around the fractured world. It hovered there, in the background, a mass of debris and rock.

      “Ship, make for the Ternaris system. We’re going to go to ground for a bit while Lena and Atrea sort through the data we’ve provided.” Nolan settled into his command chair, withdrawing a protein bar from his breast pocket. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d eaten.

      “Captain?” Izzy said, blinking as she cautiously approached. “Do you have a moment?” Her tail was aloft, somehow conveying hopefulness.

      “Sure,” Nolan said, nodding at the couch Izzy had installed. It was piled high with pillows, in true Tigris fashion. She settled atop it, turning around once before finally finding a comfortable spot.

      “I wanted to tell you about the Eye,” Izzy said, tapping her comm. The bridge’s holoprojector sprang to life, displaying footage from Izzy’s goggles: her leaping along rooftops and dodging Judicators. If he hadn’t been impressed with her skills before, he definitely was now. She nimbly avoided dozens of Judicators, keeping one step ahead the entire time.

      Then it showed her looking at the Sparhawk. Nolan sat up straighter, focused on the vessel. He found himself holding his breath, finally exhaling when the Eye emerged. It was hideous, and he knew without a doubt he was looking at the creature Reid had become.

      “I thought you’d want to know, but I wasn’t sure if the rest of the crew should,” Izzy said, lowering her voice. “So I brought it directly to you.”

      “You did right, Izzy,” Nolan said, giving her a grateful nod. Delta was consumed by his hatred for Reid, so Nolan needed to approach this delicately.

      Atrea’s voice sounded over the comm. “Captain, Lena and I are coming up. We’ve found it. I mean, I think we’ve found it.”

      Nolan shot to his feet. He forced himself to wait until the pair of scientists burst onto the bridge. Lena’s tail swished behind her, and her posture was as proud as he’d ever seen. Atrea hopped back and forth from foot to foot, a tiny smile plastered across her weathered face.

      “Tell me,” Nolan said.

      “Let me warn you first,” Atrea said, raising a hand to forestall Lena. “No, sister. We must give him realistic expectations. We cannot overplay this discovery, as important as it is.”

      “You’re right,” Lena said, dropping her gaze. She raised it again, looking at Dryker. “There is a critical piece missing to finding the Birthplace, but Atrea may be able to simulate it.”

      “Explain,” Nolan said, looking between them. “Start at the beginning.”

      “The Birthplace is located somewhere near the galactic core, as we suspected. It’s somewhere in the outer accretion disk of the supermassive black hole at the center of the Milky Way,” Atrea said. She plunged past that like she’d said it was located on a resort world. “The exact location is missing from the data base, but apparently it’s encoded into the memory of every Helios Gate.

      “Whoa,” Nolan said, holding up both hands. “Let’s get back to the supermassive black hole part. What is it, and how much danger does getting there put us in?”

      “We believe most galaxies have a supermassive black hole in the center,” Lena explained. “It’s many thousands of times larger than a normal black hole. Its accretion disk will be truly massive, and will extend for almost a quarter light year. Even at that distance, if we approach, there’s every possibility we’ll lack the power to break free of the gravitational pull.”

      “Okay, we’ll deal with that when we get to it,” Nolan said, nodding. “You said the memory of every Helios Gate has the location. What’s preventing us from using the Helios Gate we’re about to pass through to go there?”

      “The Gates will only respond to unmodified Primo DNA,” Atrea explained, suddenly crestfallen. “All Primo from the second and third eras were changed, likely by the Void Wraith. If I attempt to interface with the Gate, it will reject me—at least, if the records are accurate. I’m still willing to try.”

      “We’ll test it. But, assuming you’re right, what’s the solution? It sounded like you had one, potentially.” Nolan forced a deep breath. There was a lot riding on her answer. They needed a win.

      “Gene therapy,” Lena burst in. She blinked when everyone turned to her. “We have a sample of unmodified Primo DNA from their first era. If we can splice it with Atrea’s, we may be able to interface with the Gate.”

      “Wouldn’t the Void Wraith have tried that?” Nolan asked, shaking his head. “If it’s easy to modify the DNA, they had plenty of unmodified samples to work with.”

      “Truthfully, we don’t know that it will work,” Atrea said. She balled her tiny hands into equally tiny fists. “But we must try. The data seems sound. I cannot explain why the Void Wraith didn’t use the technique, but I see no reason why we shouldn’t.”

      “Give it a shot,” Nolan said, resting an affectionate hand on Atrea’s shoulder. “If it works, wonderful. If not, we’ll find another way.”

      The pair filed off the bridge and Nolan sank back into his chair. He was almost as afraid of succeeding as failing. The Void Wraith had let them escape, and now it seemed like a low tech genetic modification might be enough to circumvent whatever this security was. Nolan smelled a setup.

      The problem was, he didn’t see an obvious way out of the trap. They couldn’t not look for the Birthplace. The fact that the Void Wraith seemed to want them to find it was damned concerning, though.
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      The Eye observed through progeny-Reid’s senses, watched as Nolan learned of the final puzzle piece. It was pleased.

      Its theory had been confirmed. The Primo had utilized wave-particle duality to cloak the data, and their trigger point was ingenious. They’d measured the thought spectrum, cutting off anything associated with the Void Wraith. That was why all the attempts to get a Helios Gate to accept Gorthian control had failed.

      The programming had likely extended further, including anyone who wanted to use the Birthplace for personal gain. It identified those truly in need, the desperation in their thought patterns clear. Only then would the correct data be displayed, and then only if the seeker were of the original Primo. It explained why every attempt to locate the Birthplace had failed, why millennia of research had yielded nothing but myth.

      It was now a near-certainty that entity Nolan would find the Birthplace. Even if he did not, the Eye now understood how it could be found. If necessary, the Eye could engineer someone matching the criteria. It could breed an original Primo using stored DNA. That Primo could be induced to find the Birthplace for the “correct” reasons, ignorant of the fact that the Eye was manipulating it. However it happened, eventually the Eye would find the Birthplace. It was patient, more so than any of the species in this galaxy could understand. Their lifespans were limited, their bodies more so.

      Yet the original Primo had accomplished something the Eye had never seen, something even its progenitor had not seen—not in any of the galaxies they’d conquered or warred against. The Primo adapted to tactics and technology within days, overcoming each with impossible speed. Every advance the Gorthians had made was instantly countered. The Primo produced a seemingly endless supply of advances, one that made the war too costly to carry on.

      Whatever they had done, it had occurred there; it was tied to the Birthplace.  That much had been learned during the first war, though they’d failed to locate it. Now the Eye knew why, but before it pursued the Birthplace it had more urgent needs.

      Something rumbled deep within it—not a stomach, precisely. An organic reactor with an endless need for genetic matter. One that would soon be satiated. The Eye tugged several threads, all placed within the inefficient human governing body. Each had recently become aware of the impending Eradication, and all sought to flee. The Eye demanded otherwise.

      “You will become leaders. You will advocate defense of your world at all costs. Disavow all who flee as traitors.” The Eye’s words thrummed through quantum space, finding their hosts. Those words were heard, and obeyed.
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      “Ship, show me what we’re dealing with,” Nolan ordered, clasping his hands behind his back. He forced himself to stand calmly, watching as their harvester climbed past the towering inferno, into the relatively calm area above the star’s corona.

      “What you are seeing is a doomed star,” Ship answered. “Its mass is being pulled by the supermassive black hole. It wandered too close, and while its destruction may take hundreds of millennia, eventually it will be swallowed.”

      “Every vessel we’ve ever sent to investigate this system has disappeared or given up,” Lena said, feline eyes wide as she stared at the holographic display. “I don’t mind admitting how much that thing terrifies me. It swallows everything, even time. Events at the horizon may still be unfolding from millions of years ago. If we approach, Gate Ship or no, I do not see a way we will ever escape.”

      “That’s precisely why this place is so perfectly hidden,” Atrea said weakly. She rose unsteadily to her feet, the gene therapy having clearly taken a toll. There was no outward sign of whatever it had changed, but the side effects were dire. Her normally pallid skin was ashen. “Reaching it is impossible, unless you possess the level of technology to do what we all believe impossible. The ancient Primo clearly had a way of defying our established laws of physics, of being able to safely approach the horizon.”

      “I do not find that much of a comfort,” Lena said, wringing her paws. She licked her chops nervously. “Still, if we must do this then let us do it.”

      “Lena’s right, let’s get moving,” Nolan said, unclasping his hands and moving to stand with the two scientists. “Atrea, it’s time to communicate with the Gate. If that fails, this discussion is moot. If not, then whatever the risks, we’re taking them. We find this place or die trying.”

      Lena nodded, moving to help Atrea. She brought the elderly Primo to the console that Celendra’s people had installed in the wall. Atrea placed a shaky hand on a large sapphire, which sent a pulse of light into the console. Atrea’s eyes closed, and the console’s background hum swelled. It reached a crescendo, then faded. Atrea opened her eyes.

      “It is done. I’ve communicated our wishes to the Gate, and received an acknowledgment back.” Atrea trembled violently, and if not for Lena’s support she may have fallen. “I do not believe this therapy is agreeing with my constitution.”

      “Let’s get you back to your quarters,” Lena said, helping Atrea to her feet.

      Nolan raised an eyebrow, but Lena shook her head. He watched silently as the pair departed the bridge. He wanted to ask Atrea how long it would take the Gate to respond, but it was unlikely she had any idea. She was taxing herself to the limits, and needed rest.

      So he watched, waiting for some sign to come from the star below him. Had the Gate heard Atrea? How would it respond?

      Several minutes passed before he had his answer, and Nolan could only stare. It was the most awesome sight he’d ever seen. A moon-sized sphere exited the star, on a bearing that would take it directly to their harvester. It glowed with a brilliance that eclipsed even the star, something clear on the light spectrum the ship was displaying. That sphere looked nothing like the Gate itself, its surface covered with interlocking hexagons.

      “Ship, what am I looking at, exactly?” Nolan asked.

      “We’re picking up a massive energy field unlike anything recorded,” Ship replied, cheerful as always. “I suspect the Gate itself is inside, and that the energy field is designed to protect other ships bound for the Birthplace.”

      “It makes sense,” Nolan mused. A tinge of alarm floated up inside him as the sphere approached, but he suppressed it. The sphere dwarfed their ship, looming closer and and closer.

      “We’re passing inside,” Ship supplied, unhelpfully. Nolan simply stared as an energy hexagon the size of their ship rippled across the outer hull. He felt nothing, but a moment later the holo changed.

      They were now inside the energy sphere, which was projected from the Gate he recognized. The part in the center of the ring, where the Gate normally opened, was dark. Brilliant energy flared from gemstones all over the surface, and Nolan guessed that they were projecting the energy barrier the ship had passed through. Nolan’s amazement deepened almost to reverence. An entire armada could fit inside the protective dome, which meant you could easily traverse hostile areas of space—or protect your vessels during a battle.

      “Ship, does the Gate possess any offensive abilities while transformed like this?” Nolan asked. If it did, they’d provide a massive advantage against the Void Wraith. Not enough to turn the tide, but he’d take anything at this point.

      “Negative, Captain,” Ship replied. “The Gate can sustain the energy field for roughly five standard sol years, but it has no offensive capabilities. It is standing by for additional orders.”
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      Nolan left the bridge and headed for the mess. The cavernous room was almost empty, the dozen tables making the sole occupant stand out even more than he usually did. Delta sat at a table, mechanically spooning mashed potatoes into his mouth. His back was to Nolan, but Nolan was positive Delta knew he was in the room.

      “Mind if I join you?” Nolan asked, walking to the counter and grabbing an MRE. He chose the chili mac, which was surprisingly good, especially after months subsisting on gruel.

      “Nah,” Delta answered, setting his spoon down next to the empty tray. “I don’t mind.”

      Nolan pulled the tab on the meal, moving to sit across from the big black man. Delta’s chrome eyes would always be a little intimidating, but Nolan had gotten used to them. He picked up the man’s emotional cues in other ways, mostly from body language. Certainly not from vocal tone, since Delta wasn’t exactly verbose.

      “We’ve docked with the Gate,” Nolan said, pulling the fork from the side of the MRE. He tore the top off, and steam wafted from the now-hot meal. “Atrea needed some down time, but when she wakes up we’ll be heading for the Birthplace.”

      “You know that’s exactly what they want us to do,” Delta said. He lowered his voice, leaning across the table to stare Nolan in the eye. “I know you do. I know you sensed it when we were getting the cube. They let us get in there, and they let us take that cube. Why?”

      “The obvious answer?” Nolan asked, spearing a piece of macaroni with his fork. He returned Delta’s gaze unflinchingly. “They want us to lead them to the Birthplace. They made sure we had what we need, and all they have to do is follow us in. Here’s the thing: We can’t pick up any quantum transmitters aboard the ship, so as far as we know they aren’t tracking us that way. We haven’t picked up a single Void Wraith drive signature since we left the Torava system. I used three hops, just to make sure no one was following us.”

      “I can’t figure it,” Delta said, shaking his head. “Maybe they really can’t do the gene therapy.”

      “Maybe,” Nolan said, chewing as he considered. “But that makes no sense. Reid could do the therapy, and could have done it the instant they implanted him.”

      “So its a trap.” Delta crumpled his MRE box and tossed it in the garbage. “You’re going to go ahead with it, because we don’t have any other choice.”

      “I don’t like it either,” Nolan admitted. He set his fork down, giving Delta his full attention. “They’re going to try to screw us. I don’t know how, I don’t know when, but it’s coming. They know we need to find that Birthplace—and hopefully the Forge. If we do, I’ll bet anything they’re going to try to take it from us.”

      “To do that they’d need to track us. I wish I had some idea how they were doing that.” Delta gave a heavy sigh. Then he straightened suddenly. “It could be Kathryn. She’s got a larva in her. Who’s to say they can’t track that?”

      “That’s a good point,” Nolan replied, uncomfortable with the thought. What if the Void Wraith were tracking the ship through Kathryn? If they could somehow feel the larva, then maybe that was the link. If that were the case, what should he do? He knew the answer, but saying it out loud was difficult in the extreme.

      “Annie, you on comm?” Nolan asked, speaking into his own comm.

      “Yeah, Captain. What’s up?”

      “I have a favor. I need you to have some of the Judicators move Kathryn’s stasis pod into the Tibs. You and she are going to stay behind.”

      “So you want me to babysit your popsicle girlfriend?” Annie’s reply was accompanied by a little laugh. “Sounds like a pretty cushy job. I’ll get on it.”

      “Thanks, Annie. We’ll contact you the instant we’re back,” Nolan promised.

      “Captain,” Lena called from the doorway. She entered the mess, moving to stand by their table. “Atrea will be resting until the morning. She did speak to the Gate Ship, though. It will respond to your orders, so we can depart for the Birthplace as soon as you’re ready.”

      Nolan picked up his fork again, taking a bite. He looked up at Lena, using the few seconds he was chewing to think. “Ship, relay the order to the Gate to take us to the Birthplace immediately.”
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      Reid was pleased. It had carefully monitored the situation, watching as Nolan’s vessel passed inside the Helios Sphere. They had succeeded in accomplishing something even the Gorthians had failed to do, despite having fifty millennia and near infinite resources: they’d unlocked the Gate’s control unit, and gotten the Helios Gate to become a Helios Ship.

      The Gates were magnificent, part of the reason the Void Wraith had never truly overcome the original Primo. It was nearly impossible to defeat a fleet sheltered by a Gate. That wasn’t the true worth, of course. The Gates also possessed incredible energy conversion and storage capabilities, ones neither Reid nor his parent entity fully understood.

      That understanding was one of the key reasons they sought the Primo technology. Doing so would allow them to create much greater weaponry, giving them a decisive victory over the few galaxies still successfully resisting their rule.

      All Reid needed to do now was wait. Thus far, the crew seemed totally unaware of his presence, and would remain so until they’d reached the Birthplace. At that time, Reid would relay the coordinates to the Eye. Then, if the Forge still existed, he would use the Judicators aboard this vessel to seize it.

      If he couldn’t seize it, he’d find a way to destroy it. If he couldn’t do that, he’d simply eliminate Nolan and his companions. If Nolan never returned, it didn’t matter that the Forge still existed. It wouldn’t save this galaxy. Their resources would be taken, and armies created. They were needed, after all. Wars still raged in eight galaxies, and there were other galaxies outside their local cluster.

      Reid’s attention sharpened when the Gate Ship began to move. It accelerated away from the sun, into the sea of ominous black that dominated the entire horizon. It picked up speed, accelerating to near the speed of light. Reid was impressed. The amount of energy required to generate that speed would deplete a Void Wraith vessel.

      They swam further into the darkness, away from the doomed star. Minutes passed, and the Gate Ship’s sensors began feeding him data. They showed him masses of matter throughout the system, forming an accretion disk larger than most solar systems—much larger. The ship flew unerringly toward a specific point, passing closer and closer to the black hole.

      Reid didn’t experience fear, even knowing the consequences of approaching a black hole this size. If the worst happened and he died, everything he knew would remain. Those memories would help his progenitor, bringing the Gorthians a step closer to total control over all life. In that way Reid was immortal, his consciousness shared with something vast.

      A bright pinpoint twinkled in the distance. At first, Reid thought it might be a star. Then the data became clearer. The readings were unlike anything he’d ever encountered, a rush of data he embraced with a near religious fervor. This was what the Eye had been seeking all along. The temporal distortions around the light were clear.

      They had finally arrived at the Birthplace, and even as Reid knew it…so too did his master.
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      From the moment Annie’s shuttle had departed with Kathryn’s cryopod, Nolan’s unease had grown. He didn’t know if leaving her behind was the right move, but he’d acted. Whatever the consequences, he’d live with them. His current unease had far more immediate causes.

      “What’s the strength of the pull?” Nolan asked, turning to Lena. She and Atrea had taken up near-permanence on the bridge, constantly monitoring the flow of data. Since the black hole absorbed even signals, the only measurable thing was the increased gravitational pull.

      “Our harvester would have passed the point of no return twenty-two hours ago,” Lena said, taking her tail in her hands. “Any other vessel, even a Primo carrier, would have given up before that. No one has been out this far, not from any of our civilizations anyway.”

      “No one has returned you mean,” Delta rumbled quietly. “I’m sure plenty of people have tried, and most probably ended up in the maw of that thing.” He nodded at the holographic representation of the black hole. The accretion disk around the event horizon was the only thing providing context for the enormity of the blackness.

      “Quit being so grumpy,” Atrea said, swatting Delta’s leg with her cane. “You’re witnessing one of the miracles of the universe. Besides, we have something none of those other people had: a Helios Ship.”

      “I don’t mind admitting I’m out of my depth,” Hannan said, moving to stand next to Delta. “I get what the big guy is feeling. It’s like being in a vacuum with nothing between you and the black but an EVA suit.”

      “Captain,” Ship interrupted, “the Helios Ship appears to be slowing. My scans do not show anything that would have caused the sudden change in behavior.”

      “It’s all right, ship,” Atrea reassured the vessel, patting a wall. “The Helios Ship is taking us where we need to go, and slowing can only mean we’ve arrived at our destination.”

      As if on cue, a high pitched ringing vibrated through the deck. The holographic display grew fuzzy for a moment, only righting when the ringing had faded.

      “What the hell was that?” Nolan asked.

      “A signal,” Ship replied. “We’ve just broadcast something to the Helios Ship, which broadcast it to a point in front of us.”

      Something moved in the blackness, like a window shade being slowly raised. Behind it lay a brilliant white, the familiar glow of a nearby star. Nolan struggled to understand what he was seeing, staring uncomprehendingly as the Helios Ship passed through the window. Only once they were inside did Nolan finally understand. They were surrounded by brilliant mirrored tiles, tiles designed to absorb the light of the massive star in the center. Several planets—an entire solar system—orbited that star.

      “My god,” Nolan said. “We’d theorized this was possible, but no one has ever built one. We’re inside a Dyson Sphere.”

      “I’m familiar with the concept, though we have a different name for it,” Lena said, nodding excitedly. “That may explain how this place exists. If they are using the sphere to harvest all of the sun’s radiation, that might provide enough power to combat the black hole’s gravitational pull.”

      Behind them, the panel they’d flown through slid back into place, forming an unbroken sphere of solar panels.

      “Ship, what does your initial scan of the planets show?” Nolan asked.

      “The sphere is roughly 12 AU in diameter. It houses five worlds, all with breathable atmospheres. Each contains a variety of lifeforms, but I do not detect any registered bipedal species. Nor do there appear to be any structures, except on the world closest to the sun. That one contains a single city.”

      “Make for that world,” Nolan ordered. It was a clue, at least.

      “Of course, Captain,” Ship answered pleasantly. “There is a piece of data you may wish to be aware of.”

      “Go ahead.” Nolan struggled to rein in his impatience, knowing Ship was just doing what it was programmed to.

      “There is another vessel in the system. It is larger than anything recorded in my databanks,” Ship said. The holodisplay shifted to show a ship orbiting the first world—a massive blue arrowhead, its hull dotted with cannons. An enormous black maw gaped at the front of the ship, the barrel of what Nolan thought might be the largest cannon in existence. “Our scan indicates an unidentified energy signature within the vessel, something capable of outputting incredible energy.”

      “Are you picking up any life signs?” Nolan asked, approaching the hologram. He studied the ship closely, unable to believe that they might have actually found it.

      The Forge.

      “The ship is impenetrable to scans.” Ship offered.

      “Is there a docking bay?” Hannan asked. “Somewhere we can land this thing?”

      “There are seven hundred and thirty-eight docking bays. As you will want to reach the bridge, I presume the one I’ve highlighted would make the most sense.” The hologram changed to show a section of the aft hull. A tiny section flared red, showing their destination.

      “Plot a course.” Nolan couldn’t help but suppress a grin.

      “Look at the size of that thing,” Edwards said, sidling forward with his massive body. “Maybe it was worth flying all the way out here.”
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      “It’s hard to believe we’re finally here,” Izzy said. Was she purring? Nolan was pretty sure she was. That made him smile.

      Hannan slung an arm around the Tigris’s shoulders, “Told you the captain would get us here. I mean, assuming we didn’t get blown up along the way.”

      “You see a tool of war,” Atrea said, “and you are not wrong in that.” She hobbled forward with her cane; Lena moved after her like a shadow, ready to catch her should she fall. Atrea’s eyes were clear, though, and she stared reprovingly at Hannan. “But remember that this ship is not just a weapon. It is an artifact of my people, proof that I have sought my entire life. My people were once far more advanced, and this vessel is the culmination of all that combined knowledge.”

      There was reverence in her voice, and Nolan shared it. It wasn’t every day that you discovered the religious artifact from your people’s creation mythos.

      The harvester drifted slowly toward the ship below, and as they approached, the Forge’s sheer size became clear. The harvester was like a gnat beside an elephant, winging toward one of many, many docking bays. They approached the aft section, circling around to get a look at the quartet of titanic engines in the back of the craft.

      Then they were close to the hull, the vessel zipping by until they slowed near a blue membrane of energy covering their destination. The membrane winked out of existence, and they passed through and into the Forge. Once they were inside, the membrane sprang back into place.

      “Pressure is equalizing in the docking bay,” Ship said pleasantly. “The Forge is aware of our presence, but I cannot detect any active security countermeasures in the bay.”

      The ship settled to the deck with a tiny shudder, and everyone looked at Nolan. He considered for a moment, then gave an order that Dryker would have approved of.

      “Edwards, I want you to head up the Judicators. Array them into ranks surrounding the ship. Keep them at the ready while we explore the ship. If we get into trouble, or if anything comes for our ship, I want you ready to respond immediately,” Nolan ordered.

      “Yes sir,” Edwards said, though his tone made it clear that he was nervous.

      “You’ll do fine,” Hannan said, slapping his metal leg with a gloved hand. “Just have them do the heavy lifting, and report anything over the comm.”

      “Atrea, how do you feel about going for a little walk?” Nolan asked.

      “Nothing would please me more than being present when you reach the bridge. If the Gate was genetically locked, it is quite possible this ship may be as well.” Her voice quavered, but she tottered forward with Lena’s assistance.

      “Delta, why don’t you give her a hand?” Nolan asked.

      The big black man moved to scoop up the Primo, but Lena interposed herself, giving Delta a fierce glare. She lifted Atrea gently, settling the old woman on her back. “I will take care of her. We need your hands free, in case there is fighting.”

      “If you say so,” Delta said, shrugging.

      “All right, people,” Nolan said, walking toward the doorway that led from the docking bay deeper into the ship. “Let’s see if this thing can help us win an unwinnable war.”
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      Reid had access to the Eye’s many encounters with the Forge—the battles they’d lost, the fleets it had wiped out. The Eye remembered the ship’s ability to flee if threatened, its cloaking device utterly impenetrable even to the Eye itself.

      Yet Reid had now docked with the legendary vessel, the first of his people to ever make it this far. He felt a very un-Gorthian pride, knowing that he’d succeeded where so many before him had failed.

      Reid drifted through the harvester, confident that Nolan and his companions were suitably occupied. It would take them time to find the Forge’s bridge, time that Reid would use to guarantee an immediate end to the war. Within the archives on this vessel lay the secrets to the Birthplace—and who knew what else. If Reid could reach that core and transmit the data to his master, the war would finally be over. Possibly all wars, if the Birthplace proved as powerful as Reid suspected.

      Reid exited the harvester, drifting invisibly into the cargo bay. Below it, forty-five Judicators stood at attention. Five were Alphas, the heavy shock troops used to break fortifications and armored units. Forty were smaller Judicators, more nimble and designed for skirmishing. The combination had proved devastatingly effective, and Judicators were in high demand on every galactic front.

      Forty-five would be enough. Reid could use them to screen its advance, covering it while he made for the core. Reid was all too aware that he was newly birthed. The Eye that had spawned him had hide tough enough to survive the stresses of a star; it was all but impervious to weaponry. Reid, on the other hand, was much more vulnerable. He could survive a vacuum, and possibly a journey through a star. He wasn’t quite ready to test that, any more than he was willing to put itself into harm’s way here.

      Who knew what weaponry the Primo possessed? It could be strong enough to kill even him, so Reid needed to be careful. He needed to get what he’d come for, then depart swiftly. If he did his work well, none would be the wiser until it was far too late.

      Reid activated one of his favorite organs, using it to pass his will to every last Judicator. Forty-four fell immediately into line, moving in the direction he’d bidden them. They fanned out, advancing toward a different door than the one Nolan and his squad had gone through.

      The forty-fifth Judicator was puzzling. Reid could tell that its programming had been altered. The limiter had been removed. That shouldn’t matter, though. Reid focused his attention on the renegade Alpha.

      “Join your brethren. Move to secure the data core. Kill anything that gets in your way,” Reid said, drifting closer to the Alpha. It was indistinguishable from the others, but he could feel its mind. This one still possessed an identity, and thought of itself as Edwards.

      It stood there, wavering. Long moments passed as it resisted, then it turned wordlessly and trotted after its companions. Reid was pleased. He could deal with the troubling behavior later. For now, he had a mission of vital importance to fulfill.
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      Hannan took a deep breath, waving Izzy forward. The Tigris nodded, trotting silently ahead of the others. She moved with silent grace, maybe even more so than Mills had. She’d never thought anyone could top the sniper they’d lost early in this war, but if anyone could it was Izzy.

      The snowy cat disappeared through the doorway, scouting ahead. Hannan came next, waving Delta and Nolan forward once she’d reached the doorway. She peered through, waiting for the pair to arrive. Only then did she motion Lena forward. The Tigris carried Atrea with more gentleness than Hannan would have thought her capable of.

      “Did that passageway just get brighter?” Nolan asked, squinting up the hallway.

      “Looks like it,” Hannan said, turning her attention to where he was looking.

      A blue-white hologram had appeared, emanating a warm glow. It hovered in the air, drifting slowly in their direction. There was no sign of Izzy, which genuinely impressed Hannan. Where the hell had she gone? There was no doorway between them and the hologram. Hannan looked up. There she was, her white fur all but invisible against the ceiling.

      The hologram seemed unaware of the Tigris clinging above. It passed by Hannan, giving her a much better look at it: a woman, about two feet tall, a perfect miniature of a Primo. She wore elaborate robes not so different from what the Primo nobility wore today.

      “I cannot believe it,” Atrea said, a genuine laugh bubbling up. “This is the ship’s VI. I wonder if it will recognize me.”

      “Of course I recognize you.” The hologram blinked and drifted to within a foot of Atrea’s face. “You show significant genetic tampering, not all of it stable. But, underlying that, I see recognizable Primo markers. You are a descendant, yes?”

      “I am,” Atrea said, managing to keep her bow dignified despite needing her cane to prevent her from falling. “We have come with dire need. The third Eradication has begun.”

      “Oh, my,” the hologram said, clutching tiny hands to its narrow chest. “We assumed there would be another Eradication, but two more? It’s become cyclic. Our causality matrix must have worked a little too well. We’ve overslept.”

      “Causality matrix?” Nolan asked.

      The hologram turned to blink at him. “You’re an odd species. What’s wrong with your legs? How is locomotion possible? You can’t possibly jump very far.”

      “Pardon, honored one, but we are here with some urgency.” Atrea gave another bow. “Would you be willing to guide us to the bridge? Even now, all three of our peoples are dying.”

      “Three?” the hologram said, looking around more carefully. It finally seemed to realize Lena was there, though it hadn’t yet seen Izzy above. “Furry aliens. How delightful! I simply must study you, when we have time. How do you deal with extreme heat? Wait, wait. Forgive me. I haven’t met anyone new in a very long time. Please, follow me.”

      The hologram turned, and started up the corridor. Izzy landed lightly next to Hannan, not making a sound as she did so. Hannan gave her a respectful nod. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

      “I may not be the warrior you are—not yet anyway—but I’m very good at hiding,” Izzy said, giving a smile with an alarming number of fangs.

      “Sir?” Hannan said, raising an eyebrow at Nolan.

      “Let’s follow along,” Nolan said, giving an apologetic shrug. “This is our best lead. Hopefully she can guide us to whatever they use as the CIC or bridge.”

      “What kind of vessel did you arrive in?” the hologram asked. It turned back up the corridor, flying swiftly toward the doorway back to the hangar, then paused there and rounded on them. “You came in a harvester. You’ve brought Void Wraith to the Forge. Why? That’s madness.”

      “They take their orders from us,” Nolan said.

      “We thought the same thing,” the hologram’s mouth tightened. “We were wrong. No matter how you modify the programming, the Gorthians can override it. The Void Wraith are dangerous, and cannot be used in battle.”

      “You call them Gorthians? Eye-like, tentacled things?” Nolan asked. The hologram nodded. The captain’s face darkened, and Hannan couldn’t blame him. “We can’t deal with the Judicators right now though. Let’s get to the bridge. We’ll catch you up on what’s going on. Hopefully you can help us.”

      “Of course,” the hologram said. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I’m Thetah. I am the chief architect in the data core.”
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      Nolan forced his breathing to slow, combating the rush of adrenaline his body had produced. The situation was stressful, but operating at that level of intensity for too long took a toll. He needed to stay sharp, to keep his wits about him, so he lowered his rifle, and moved slowly up the corridor.

      Thetah led the silent group through the empty ship, and their footsteps echoed as they traversed corridor after corridor. Most looked the same, with elaborate murals covering every inch of the walls. The amount of love and attention that had gone into this place would have been more at home in a temple than a starship.

      “How much further?” Lena asked, the words clipped, with a dose of brevity that Nolan had learned to associate with the Tigris being angry. She was clearly struggling with Atrea’s weight, but had refused to let anyone else carry her.

      “Put me down,” Atrea huffed out. She was trembling visibly. “We’re very near the place I’ve sought my entire life. Do you think I’m going to give out in the last few hundred yards, little sister? You know me better than that. I want to walk the rest of the way.”

      “We are nearly there,” Thetah fretted, pacing back and forth in the air. “We can rest if absolutely needed, but any delay could be costly.”

      “We’ll keep moving,” Atrea said, thwacking Lena on the shoulder with her cane. “Put me down, I said.”

      Lena reluctantly set the scholar down, but Nolan could tell she was immediately relieved. She lacked the conditioning the rest of the crew had been building, and it underscored how far he’d come. That used to be him.

      “Lead the way, Thetah, but would you mind conversing as we walk?” Atrea said, managing a graceful hobble up the corridor.

      “Of course,” Thetah replied. She hovered near Atrea’s shoulder. “I’m sure you have as many questions as I do. Why did we leave clues to the Birthplace? What is the Birthplace? I can’t even imagine what this place must represent to you.”

      “It’s humbling to see it,” Atrea said, her weathered face broken by a smile as she stared serenely up at the walls. “This is the true history of my people, the true origin. We don’t even know what world we evolved on, but you can finally lay that to rest. In the midst of all the turmoil, this is a balm.”

      “Time permitting, I’d be happy to give you a tour,” Thetah said, zipping around Atrea’s head as she held a tiny scanner aloft. It beeped and hummed, and Thetah nodded happily to herself.

      “I’ve got a question,” Nolan interjected, trying to refocus Thetah. He slowed his pace until he was walking next to Atrea. “What are we going to find when we reach the bridge?

      “I’ll present you to the lead arbiter, Manda. She’s our military leader, and will decide how to best handle the situation. That’s why it’s imperative we reach the bridge. She’ll need to deal with the Void Wraith you brought aboard.” Thetas’s explanation was delivered matter of factly. She was unlike any VI Nolan had encountered, indistinguishable from a living, breathing, person. “Ahh, here we are. Please, stand in the circle.”

      Thetah indicated a ring of golden runes in the middle of an oval room. The far wall was split by two golden doors, each with carvings as intricate as anywhere else in the ship. These were studded with gems, though—expensive-looking gems.

      Nolan walked to the ring, stepping inside. The others moved to join him, Thetah floating into the circle near Atrea. A moment later, the runes in the floor flared red, then a hologram sprang up before them. It was another Primo, also female.

      She couldn’t have appeared more different than Thetah, though. Instead of robes, she wore curved armor, studded with glowing blue stones. Her skin was light blue, fading to a soft white in a pattern too orderly to be natural. Nolan guessed that the soft whorls along her skin were probably Primo tattoos. Her eyes were a soft white, like shuttered lanterns.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, eyes narrowing. “Why have you come to the Forge?” She leaned toward the screen, looking straight at Nolan. “You. You’re clearly the leader. Give me answers, or we will take them.”

      “My name is Nolan, of a race called humanity,” Nolan began. He wasn’t a diplomat, but he needed to be one here. He couldn’t afford to antagonize this woman, even if her aggressive attitude chafed. “With me are members of three races. The Tigris.” Nolan gestured at Izzy, then Lena. “And your own descendants. We’ve come because we are being eradicated by the Void Wraith and their masters. This is the third such Eradication, and if you can’t help us, the cycle will probably continue.”

      “Manda,” Thetah said, floating up to the hologram. “They came in a harvester. They have Void Wraith troops.”

      “They what?” Manda said. Her face paled to a soft pink, and she blinked several times. Then the hologram simply disappeared.

      “Oh, my,” Thetah said. “She didn’t take that well at all. I’d prepare yourselves for battle. It’s quite possible Manda could execute all of you.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            37

          

          

      

    

    







            Short But Scary

          

        

      

    

    
      The doors hummed, then began to slide open. The squad was already moving, and Hannan barked orders behind Nolan. His rifle snapped to his shoulder, the barrel centered at about waist height.

      Unfortunately, the figure that appeared was two feet tall, the same size as Thetah. It would have been comical, but the figure blurred into motion. Tiny plasma blades ignited on her wrists, and she kicked off the floor with incredible strength. As she sailed into the air, Nolan finally understood why Primo legs were shaped as they were: she looked like an angry grasshopper.

      The mini-Primo was headed in his direction, so Nolan let off a volley even as he started to dive. The Primo twisted around the blast, flipping through the space his head had occupied a moment earlier. She landed on the deck behind him, kicking off even as Delta and Hannan added their fire. She was too fast, a literal blur. Their shots found nothing but walls.

      Nolan ignited his own plasma blade, adopting the same defensive stance he’d used against Fizgig while training. It meant he couldn’t hurt his opponent, but hopefully it would keep this thing off him.

      “Oh, dear,” Thetah said, buzzing into the center of the room. “Manda, please. They are allies.”

      Manda became a blue blur again, bouncing behind Nolan. He twisted to face her, deflecting her leap with his blade. She bounded off the wall, then the ceiling, then back at him again. Nolan blocked again, just barely.

      The blur stopped, and Manda watched him intently. Her breathing was normal, as if none of the exertion had touched her inner reserve. She lowered her wrists, turning off her blades.

      “I hope that you are not the best representation of your species’ military abilities,” Manda said. She frowned. “The fact that you found this place suggests that you have some worth, but your incredible stupidity counteracts that. You have no idea the danger you’ve placed us in.”

      “Then explain it,” Nolan demanded, turning off his own blades. “Thetah said that the Void Wraith can’t be controlled, but so far we’ve had no problem getting them to attack other Void Wraith. They follow our orders, and some of our troops have even become Alphas.”

      “So it began with us,” Manda said, sighing heavily. “We utilized the same tactic. The Void Wraith will attack other Void Wraith, but they will not attack a Gorthian. Gorthians can circumvent their programming at the lowest level. The Void Wraith will conceal the presence of a Gorthian, and can never fire upon them. Worse, all Void Wraith will obey a Gorthian. If one orders your forces to attack us, they will. How many have you brought?”

      “Forty-five,” Nolan admitted, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. They could control Edwards? “They’re in the hangar bay, guarding our ship.”

      “That is no longer accurate,” Thetah said, floating over to Nolan. “Moments ago, your forces left the hangar. All of them. They’re making for the center of the ship.”

      “They’re after the repository,” Manda snarled. She blurred, landing on Nolan’s shoulder. “As I said, you’ve endangered us all. There’s no way the Void Wraith would be acting this way without direct orders. They’re being led by a Gorthian.”

      “Sir, you thinking what I am?” Hannan interrupted. She stood eye to eye with Manda, eyeing the Primo quizzically.

      “Reid became the new Eye, and we brought him here.” The words burned, but Nolan spoke them anyway.

      “He must have smuggled aboard our ship before we broke orbit,” Izzy said, cocking her head. Her ears twitched. “I worried where he might have gone, but I didn’t see him approach the ship.”

      “An Eye? You wouldn’t. Even the youngest ones have mastered cloaking,” Manda said, clenching a tiny fist. “They are damnably tough to kill, though. So tell me, Captain Nolan: you don’t seem surprised the Eye is here. If you did not knowingly bring the creature, how is that possible?”

      “We’re only just now putting the pieces together,” Nolan replied, shaking his head. “We knew there was a reason they let us get away from the Torava system, where we found the data on interfacing with a Helios Gate. Now it’s clear why they let us go. They needed us to lead them here, and now the big Eye knows where it is. Manda, what’s in the repository, and why is it so important to them?”

      “The repository is the sum of my people’s knowledge. Among the data are instructions not only on controlling the Birthplace, but also on constructing others. Manda leapt from Nolan’s shoulder to the deck. “The Judicators we can deal with. I’ve already ordered Thetah to wake our warriors.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Thetah said, winking out.

      “What is the Birthplace?” Lena asked, tail held in both hands. “The term is utterly ambiguous in all the texts.”

      “That’s a complicated topic, but the short answer is that it allows us to manipulate time,” Manda said. “We draw on the singularity’s event horizon, using the immense forces to either speed or slow time. We can use the Birthplace to make millennia pass, while seconds go by in the rest of the galaxy. Or, we can slow time, as we did to ensure our survival until another Eradication. Only a handful of years have passed from our perspective.”

      “That’s how you won,” Nolan said, laughing as he finally understood the advantage the Birthplace conveyed. “You could create entire fleets in an instant, being everywhere you needed to be.”

      “Regrettably, it wasn’t quite that easy,” Manda said, eyes filling with emotion. “Many mistakes were made. We were overconfident, and lost nearly everything before the end. We barely retained enough to propel our offspring to their own destiny. I’m pleased to see that our efforts there bore fruit.” She nodded up at Atrea.

      “Manda,” the scholar began, smoothing her robes as she seemed to gather strength. “Why are you so different in form than me? Is it something the Void Wraith did? Are we some twisted echo?”

      “You were created by us,” Manda replied. “We needed larger, stronger bodies to fight the Void Wraith. We called you warforms. The genetic scan the Forge conducted on you revealed that your DNA is much more similar to ours than expected, and also that there was tampering at the genetic level. Had you succeeded more fully, odds are good you’d be no taller than I.”

      “Manda,” Thetah said, popping into existence near the Primo. “I’ve woken the others. They are moving to intercept the Void Wraith.”

      “Let us help you,” Nolan offered. “If we brought this problem on you, then the least we can do is help solve it.”
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      Nolan was both surprised and impressed by the Primo defenses. The Forge’s core was much different than the library’s had been. It had been designed for beauty, more form than function. This room had been built for defense, built by a people that knew they could be overwhelmed, and that if they were they could fall back to this room. They would sell their lives in its defense.

      There were two entrances, one a wide set of double doors, the other a tiny two-foot door at the opposite end of the room. The tiny Primo could reinforce or, if need be, flee. Their larger enemies were constricted to the one choke point, and the defenses were built around that fact.

      Nolan couldn’t even see the cube, which was housed in a bunker-like structure at the center of the room. Several terminals surrounded it, each occupied by a tiny Primo tech. Their hands flew across holographic keyboards, tapping sigils with immense precision.

      Ringing the bunker were a series of silver pillars, about waist high. They created a flowing blue energy field that surrounded the center portion of the room. A number of defensive platforms sat behind the energy, allowing the Primo defenders to fire from cover. There were perhaps twenty in all, each armed with a tiny plasma rifle.

      Their discipline was impressive. Not a single one spoke, instead watching the open double doors with the intensity of hardened warriors who knew that they were about to fight.

      “Nolan, which is your field commander?” Manda asked, gesturing at the squad.

      “Sergeant Hannan is in charge. You’ll want to coordinate your efforts with her.” Nolan nodded in Hannan’s direction.

      “Hannan, your height presents difficulty, as our defenses aren’t designed with you in mind,” Manda began, shifting her gaze to the defenses. “Use the core’s housing as additional cover, and fire over it. Its casing will protect you against anything the Void Wraith can bring to bear.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hannan replied, nodding to the others. “Delta, Izzy, Captain, get into cover.” She trotted after them, and the squad crouched behind the bunker containing the cube.

      “Nolan, if the opportunity affords itself to take a shot at the Eye, you’ll need to use this,” Manda said. She gestured to a tech, who carried over a two-inch black cylinder, struggling under the weight. The top had a red sigil on it, shaped like a Primo skull.

      “What is this?” he asked, accepting the device from the tech. It weighed at least ten pounds, far more than he’d expect of something that small.

      “It’s a micro-singularity bomb,” Manda explained. “See the dial around the lip under the sigil? That controls the strength. This one is at the lowest setting, and you’ll need to keep it there. Even that much will tear a hole in the Forge, destroying the surrounding area for a hundred meters or more. At its highest setting, it could tear the Forge in half.”

      “Thank you,” Nolan said, studying the device.

      “Captain,” Delta said, moving to stand next to him. “May I? If we’re taking a shot at Reid, I’d like to be the one pressing that button.”

      “Sure,” Nolan agreed, handing the device to the big man. Delta nodded gratefully.

      Nolan rested his rifle atop the bunker, aiming it at the still-open doorway. In the distance he could hear metal feet striking the deck. Judicators approaching. They weren’t making any effort at stealth, instead opting for speed. They were advancing quickly, at just shy of a run, Nolan guessed.

      “Ready yourselves,” Manda roared, her voice booming despite her diminutive size. Plasma weapons snapped up, and the Primo soldiers tensed.

      Then the clanking of Judicators grew louder, followed by the telltale shimmer of cloaking devices. A volley of tiny blue beams lanced out from the Primo ranks. The first few Judicators shimmered into sight, body parts flying as they were blasted apart by shots to their joints. The Primo had surgical precision, and focused their fire with a level of teamwork Nolan had never witnessed.

      Nolan held his fire, waiting for Hannan to give the word.

      “Party favors,” she said, ducking even further into cover as she fished a satchel from her pouch. She tore open the Velcro seal, exposing a tray of foam with several grenades nestled there. They were conventional human weaponry, but they’d still be effective in tight quarters. “Everyone take one. Let’s show these little guys what we can do.”

      Nolan plucked a grenade from the foam, resting his trigger finger on the arming mechanism. Izzy and Delta each grabbed one as well, then Hannan took the last. She dropped the empty packaging to the ground. “Okay, on three. One, two, three.”

      They leaned up over cover, all four lobbing their grenades through the doorway. More Judicators had come around the corner, their return fire keeping many of the Primo in cover. The four grenades clinked through their ranks, scattering in all directions. The resulting explosions sent Judicator parts sailing through the room; a leg bounced off the Primo’s energy shield in a spray of flame and debris.

      The Primo let up a ragged cheer, and began vaulting over the energy barrier. They holstered weaponry, instead igniting the tiny energy blades that mirrored Nolan’s own. Manda was at their head, bounding into the smoke. All Nolan could see were flashes as the Primo descended on the Judicators like a swarm of wasps.

      Nolan eased his finger off the trigger, glancing at Hannan. She shook her head. “Not until we have clear shots again. These Primo can fight, but I’m not sure that abandoning a tactically fortified position was wise.”

      As if to punctuate her words, a Primo body came sailing out of the smoke. It impacted with the energy field, sagging down into a heap. Primo cries came up from the corridor, and the warriors streamed back into the room. Most bounded back behind the energy field, but more than one was picked off while trying to retreat.

      Manda was the last, rolling to the side to dodge a blast. She leapt over the barricade, landing not far from Nolan. “Get your people ready, Battle Commander Hannan. This is the part we’ll need you for. If we are lucky, the Eye will join the assault.”

      Nolan’s eyes widened in understanding. He watched as a pair of Alphas lumbered into view, three more behind them. Manda had just sacrificed thirty percent of her forces to bait the enemy into a hasty frontal assault. It had worked.

      Massive booms sounded from the smoke, familiar balls of blue energy striking the energy field behind which the Primo were taking cover. Wherever the plasma hit, concentric rings rippled; the energy field was clearly struggling to sustain itself.

      Behind the Judicators, lurking in the smoke, Nolan caught a glimpse of a pale white body. Tendrils poured from its back, many holding plasma rifles. The weapons streamed continuous fire at the weakest part of the shields. Finally, the shield flickered and died.

      “They’ve broken through. Ready yourselves,” Manda yelled, thrusting a fist into the air.

      “For the Birthplace,” the Primo chorused.

      Then the Alphas charged their position. One of them was Edwards.
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      Edwards had a real dilemma, probably the most confusing he’d ever faced. He watched as the Alphas pushed through the small Judicators, heading toward a shimmering energy field. The comically small defenders hopped about like crickets, and Edwards laughed, in spite of the problem.

      What the hell should he do? He only had seconds to decide. Up till now, he’d gone along with the rest of the Judicators. That seemed to be what the Eye wanted.

      Edwards knew the Eye had to die. He didn’t know what it was, other than butt-ass ugly. It was bad business though, and both Sarge and the captain would want it dead.

      The problem was—and this was where Edwards was facing a new type of dilemma—he’d realized that discretion was, in fact, the better part of valor. If he attacked the Eye, he might be able to kill it—but, more likely, it would survive long enough for all the other Judicators to finish Edwards. Then he would be no use to anyone. So he’d waited. Now it looked like his window had passed, or at least he had another option.

      He was in the rear of the pack of Alphas, and their fire was trained forward. They’d never see it coming. Edwards agonized for the world’s longest second, then the energy barrier went down. The defenders were in real trouble.

      Edwards put his plasma cannon to the back of the Alpha in front of him, then melted its head. Even as it toppled he shifted his aim to the next Alpha. It fell just as the first had.

      “All Judicators stop Alpha 226,” the Eye’s voice roared in Edwards’s head. He didn’t need a captain-sized brain to know who that was.

      The other Alphas skidded to a halt, reversing course and taking aim in his direction. Again, Edwards was forced to make a split-second decision. The man he’d been before the 14th would have charged in, and gone down. But Edwards had learned a great deal about tactical worth, and his value had gone up when he’d become an Alpha.

      So he ran like a little girl, screeching to the defenders: “Don’t shoot, I’m on your side!”

      Edwards half-turned to face his pursuers, firing off a wild volley, then he was sliding forward, knocked to the deck by a plasma blast from one of the pursuing Alphas. He struggled to his feet, but another blast took him in the back of the right leg. He fell again, warning lights blooming all over his HUD. Both shots had done significant damage.

      Then the defenders counter-attacked. Hannan was in the lead, closely followed by the captain. Out of the corner of his eye, Edwards saw a flash of white fur as Izzy glided into position to strafe the attackers from the side of the room. All three let out a volley of blasts, and the Primo joined them. They bounded from cover again, cutting into the Judicators around Edwards.

      He got to his feet, shocked when a Primo landed on his shoulder. She was like a cutesy holo character, but with a badass rifle. “You’ve broken your programming? That shouldn’t be possible. Since it is, we’re making you a mobile defense platform.”

      Another Primo landed on his other shoulder, and a third took cover behind his left leg. Edwards pivoted, and began firing at the last remaining Alpha. It had already taken damage from the crossfire that Izzy, Hannan, and the captain had set up. That left it ripe for Edwards, who targeted the groin area—not just because it was humiliating, but because it melted that entire area to slag. The legs gave a groan of protest, then broke off the main body. The Alpha’s torso spilled to the deck, and was instantly swarmed by little Primo.

      “Captain, I don’t know where you found these little guys, but they…are…awesome!” Edwards yelled, firing at another Judicator. With the Alphas down, the tide was clearly turning. The few remaining Judicators were falling back, covering the Eye’s escape.
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      Nolan slung his plasma rifle over his shoulder, still panting from the combat. Smoke curled from wreckage made up of both Judicator body parts and the Primo dead. It had been a near thing, even with Edwards’s surprise play at the end.

      Only a handful of Primo defenders had survived, but every last Judicator had been destroyed. Reid had fled, probably making for Nolan’s harvester. They needed to gather the squad and get down there. Nolan moved swiftly to Edwards, the only Judicator standing. He still had a Primo on either shoulder, both now relaxing. One had even gotten out some sort of food cube and was munching happily away.

      “I have never been happier to see you, Private. That was one hell of a stunt,” Nolan said, grinning up at the Alpha. “I don’t think we’d have pulled it off without your help.”

      “Eh, just doing what you pay me for,” Edwards said, giving a robotic shrug that nearly unseated one of his guests. “But I was kind of a badass though, wasn’t I? What’d you think, Sarge?”

      “I’d give you an eight out of ten,” Hannan replied, leaning against the bunker that contained the core. “It needed more flips, and at least one dead eye.” She fished an energy bar from her pants, then tossed a second to Izzy. “Plus you screamed like a little girl. But, you know, it wasn’t too bad.”

      They all shared a laugh at that, one that carried their collective relief at shared survival. Still, Nolan knew it wasn’t over. They still needed to deal with Reid somehow.

      “Where is Delta?” Nolan asked. He hadn’t seen the big man since the first few seconds of combat.

      “Good question,” Hannan said, looking over one shoulder, then the other. “I haven’t seen him since we got into the thick of it. Izzy, did you see anything?”

      “I was focused on combat. It’s possible he used his stealth belt to slip out during the fighting,” Izzy said, licking the fur behind her right wrist, then going back to grooming.

      “Captain Nolan,” Manda interrupted, hopping onto the bunker a few feet away. Her concern was evident, and the surviving Primo picked up on it immediately. Gone were the smiles, replaced by grim determination once more. “Your harvester has just lifted off and is leaving the system.” She waved a hand, and a hologram sprang up in the air over the bunker.

      Nolan’s arms slowly fell to his sides as he watched the vessel pull away. He winced as the Forge fired at his ship—or what had been his ship. Then he remembered Kathryn was safe. The shots went wide, and the harvester easily made it away and beelined for the Helios Gate.

      “Atrea,” Nolan asked, turning to face the wizened woman. She’d just entered the room, flanked by a trio of tiny Primo in white robes. “Is there any way to order the Helios Gate to lock out that harvester?”

      “Not that I am aware of,” Atrea said, shaking her head sadly.

      “You ordered the Gate to obey that vessel?” Manda said, hands clenched and trembling. She gritted her teeth when she spoke. “If that vessel leaves with the Helios Gate, it will go directly to the Eye, and the Gorthians will subvert it for their own uses. The Eye will invade the Birthplace with a massive fleet, all because you broke the safeguards we put into place.”

      Nolan couldn’t blame her for being angry, and the implications staggered him. He stared at the hologram, powerless to intervene. The harvester entered the Helios Gate’s protective field, disappearing from sight, then the Gate began to accelerate away.
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      Reid knew the battle was turning against him. Many of the defenders were down, but the renegade Alpha had effectively broken his rush. He didn’t have enough forces for another one.

      He could join the fray more fully, and probably overwhelm the defenders—it was unlikely they could kill him—and had he still been human, that was likely the course of action he would have pursued.

      But he was more now. So much more. Reid understood time in a way no human ever could. His perceptions were vast, his understanding pulled from billions of consciousnesses, all consumed by the Eye that had spawned him. There was a chance he could die here. Even if it was small, it was to be avoided at any cost. His primary directive was preserving his own life. In fifty thousand years, he’d still be growing, still be propagating the Gorthians throughout galaxy after galaxy—but not if he died here.

      So Reid fled. He turned from the battle, ordering the last of his Judicators into a final holding action. His bulbous body shot up a corridor and zipped toward the hangar. He activated his communication organ, ordering the harvester to start its engines. It had to be ready to take off as soon as he reached it.

      The cavernous hangar stood empty before him, no sign of any Primo. There had been some possibility that the Primo would have split their forces and left a contingent here to guard the ship and prevent his escape, but he saw no such sign, and as he glided up the ship’s ramp he detected no evidence of any tampering. It was possible some had slipped inside to set an ambush, but that too seemed unlikely.

      Were he the commander of the enemy forces, he’d have arrayed them all at the core. The Primo had to know what would happen if Reid learned their secrets. The Eye would also know it, thus delivering the means to speed their domination of the universe.

      “Ship, get us out of here. Contact the Helios Gate, use the interface to order it back to the star we came from,” Reid ordered, drifting through the hangar. The bridge was the most defensive part of the vessel, so he made for that. As he passed the empty corridors, a troubling possibility emerged. The Gate had been ordered to listen to this vessel, but what if that directive had changed or expired? Reid would be trapped in the Birthplace, easy for the Forge to hunt down.

      The engines rumbled as the ship lifted from the deck. Reid willed his senses into the ship’s sensors, monitoring them as it departed. The harvester passed through the airlock, then sped from the Forge. It grew larger and larger, filling his field of view on that side. Cannons began swiveling in their direction, but they were sluggish.

      “Evasive maneuvers,” Reid ordered. The ship obeyed instantly, dodging several clumsy blasts. He watched as the Forge began to dwindle, his relief more muted than it would have been as a human. He watched as they moved toward the Gate, tensing as he waited for the Gate’s reaction.

      He sensed its acquiescence, and was relieved again as the Gate moved to envelop them. Then it accelerated for the golden horizon lining the edge of the Dyson sphere. Reid still thought of it that way, despite the fact that humanity was the seven hundred and forty-second recorded species to have discovered the concept.

      “Hello, Reid,” a voice said from behind him. A panel clattered to the floor as a figure climbed from an air vent.

      Reid whirled, his pupil widening as he identified the speaker. It was subject Delta, the man who’d once been Captain Edison. Delta carried no weapon, and his hands rested comfortably in the pockets of his cargo pants. He seemed unconcerned about Reid, which was puzzling. Reid spun off several dozen thoughtlines, but none provided a satisfying answer. The only conclusion that made sense was that Delta believed he could somehow kill Reid. Without a weapon, that was impossible. What did the man hope to gain?

      “Hello, Delta,” Reid said, drifting closer. He knew the answer, but asked the question anyway. “Have you come back to the fold then? To serve me?”

      “Nah,” Delta said, giving a very white smile. His chrome eyes were surrounded by laugh lines. The man could not have looked more different than he had under Reid’s employ. Interesting. “I’m happy to see what you became, Reid. Now your outer body really matches the inner. You’re a monster. You sold out your race, and now you’re going to get your justice.”

      “How?” Reid asked, mirthfully. He drifted closer to the impertinent human. “There’s nothing you can do to harm me. I am impervious to plasma fire, and to all conventional human weaponry.”

      “Yeah,” Delta said. He pulled a hand from a pocket.

      Reid’s gaze focused on what Delta held—a small black cylinder with a red sigil on the top. It could be a detonator of some sort, if it were human. It wasn’t, though. Reid recognized Primo technology when he saw it, so he shifted the spectrum of light he was viewing. His pupil widened again when he recognized the device.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Delta said softly. “You know what this is now, don’t you? Goodbye, Doctor Reid.”

      Then he pressed the button.

      Reid had an eternity to contemplate it, spinning off thousands of thoughtlines as he sought any way to survive. There was none. The device hummed, then burst into a black ball. It crackled with intense energy, sucking Delta away in an eye blink. Then the micro-singularity expanded. Reid felt a moment’s weightlessness, then nothing.

      He didn’t feel the wave of energy that pulled the entire harvester into the same singularity, crushing it instantly.
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      Fizgig turned around on her bed, then turned around again. It took three tries to find a comfortable spot, and she gave a contented purr as she settled into the mound of pillows. The days had been getting longer, and no matter how many fires she doused there were always five more waiting. She longed to set the burdens down, but there was no one else to take them up.

      Khar had proven too impetuous, his transformation into an Alpha rippling through the Tigris forces. Dozens of warriors had followed suit, then hundreds. The old and wounded were only a small fraction. Many were warriors in their prime, who simply wanted an advantage in the battle. The fact that they were giving up their ability to sire offspring didn’t seem to bother them in the least.

      Izzy was coming along nicely, but she was still inexperienced. Time with Nolan would help remedy that, and he could teach her things even Fizgig could not. She expected that Izzy would one day be her successor, and had the potential to be a greater leader than Fizgig ever could.

      The snowy-furred cat was quiet and reserved, but she was intelligent, and acted swiftly. She’d shown signs of cunning, and was an excellent sniper. Her piloting skills were top-notch. The only area she’d not yet mastered was command, and that would come in time.

      Fizgig cracked an eye, staring balefully at the door. Her ear twitched, straining to pick up the approaching footsteps. They were unhurried, someone coming to deliver a message perhaps. That irked her, as she’d given instructions not to be disturbed for the next six hours. She needed her rest, now more than ever.

      The footsteps grew closer, and Fizgig tensed. The steps were furtive, slowing as they approached. That could mean one of two things. Either it was a subordinate justifiably afraid of waking a superior who’d left orders not to be disturbed, or it was an assassin. The latter possibility was unlikely, but Fizgig was still alive because she planned for the unlikely.

      Both eyes opened, and Fizgig rose soundlessly from her pillows. Her plasma rifle was within reach, but she left it atop the pillow. If this were an attack, it would be close quarters work. That meant the plasma blade was the most efficient weapon.

      The footsteps stopped outside the door, and three polite scratches sounded. Exactly what she’d expect of a subordinate. Fizgig threw back the bolt, and pulled the door open a crack. She kept it wedged closed with one foot, her body weight resting on her rear leg in case she needed to retreat.

      The figure was dark-furred. A Jaguara, but not full-blooded. That impurity was probably what had driven the woman to join Pride Fizgig. Fizgig recognized her on sight, but couldn’t recall her name, so she waited until the woman spoke.

      But the woman didn’t speak. Instead, a pistol came up. It was of human design, and Fizgig knew immediately what it was. A tranquilizer, a silent weapon that could render her unconscious.

      Not dead; unconscious. There was only one reason for her enemies to keep her alive, and that was to turn her.

      Fizgig ignited her plasma blade, shifting behind the door. Something thunked into the metal on the other side, right where her chest had been a moment before. The door was kicked open, the force launching her into the room. Fizgig tumbled across her bed, pillows scattering as she scrambled to her feet.

      Her assailant had already entered the room, already lining up another shot. Fizgig lashed her tail to the left, elated when it drew the Jaguara’s gaze. She used that distraction to hook her right foot under the nightstand, flinging it at her opponent. The Jaguara was quick, easily ducking the hastily thrown furniture, but the tactic bought Fizgig time.

      She glided forward, slashing low at her opponent’s belly. As expected, the Jaguara hopped backward to evade. That move forced her into the corner, with a war chest on one side and a dresser on the other. She now lacked the room to maneuver.

      Fizgig leapt into the air, seizing her exercise bar in one hand. She used her momentum to swing her feet up, catching the pistol and knocking it away. Then she  released the bar and dropped, bringing her humming plasma blade down in a wicked slash. The Jaguara was good; the instant she lost the pistol she reached for a knife belted at her side, and somehow got that dagger up to block.

      Fizgig’s plasma blade sliced through the metal, the force of her descent carrying the weapon to its intended target. It caught the Jaguara in the eye, and Fizgig rammed it forward into her skull. Her opponent collapsed, a spray of greenish blood drenching Fizgig’s fur.

      “Ugg,” she said, flicking her foot in agitation. The movement flung most of the greenish blood into the wall, but she’d still need to bathe later.

      Fizgig raised her blade defensively, keeping an eye on the body as she moved to the door. She closed it carefully, listening for other assailants. Nothing. They’d only sent one. Fizgig smiled grimly. That had been a mistake.

      She knelt next to the corpse, checking the Jaguara’s pockets. She found a tiny vial, clear with a black plastic top; within, a pale green-yellow larva wriggled. Fizgig rose to her feet, moving to stand before the view screen on the far side of her quarters. “Computer, execute connection alpha-bravo-two.”

      A human Quantum logo appeared, pulsing for long moments while Fizgig waited. It was possible that Nolan was unable to speak, but this news couldn’t wait. After 10 seconds the logo disappeared, and asked if she’d like to leave a message.

      “They’ve made their move. I’ve foiled the attack, and recovered a larva,” Fizgig said, staring at the blank screen. “If they have a way to reach you, they’ll act soon. Either way, Dryker and Celendra are both in danger.” After a moment’s consideration, she spoke again. “This is why you must be diligent in your training, Nolan. I know humanity doesn’t value hand-to-hand combat, but when they strike, only you will be able to prevent the unthinkable. Continue your training, Nolan. Be ready when your foes come in the night.”
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      “Admiral?” a voice cut through sleep, and Dryker jerked erect in his bunk. Something pounded on the door. “Can you hear me?”

      It was Juliard, and she sounded panicked. Dryker tossed off his blanket and swung his legs from the bed. Out of habit, he picked up his sidearm from the nightstand—one of the new plasma pistols the Primo were manufacturing from Void Wraith tech. He held it at his side, rubbing sleep from his eyes as he approached the door. He was groggy, and having trouble shaking it off—more than usual. It felt like he’d been drinking, though he hadn’t given in to that particular vice in months.

      “What is it, Lieutenant?” Dryker slurred, tugging the door open. He blinked blearily at her, trying to understand what was happening.

      Juliard raised her sidearm, and shot him in the chest. Dryker staggered back, pain flaring where the round had struck. He toppled to the floor, struggling to pull himself to his feet. His arms felt weak, his weight impossible to sustain. He collapsed against the bed, his traitorous body refusing to rise. Paralyzed, he realized with horror that the gun hadn’t fired a conventional round.

      “I’m sorry about this, sir. I really am,” Juliard offered, kneeling next to him. She fished in her pocket, withdrawing a tiny cylinder. “I don’t have a choice though. You’ll understand in a moment.”

      She raised the cylinder to his face, opening the top just under his nose. Something cold and slimy inched across his upper lip, and he gave a muffled scream as it crawled into his nose. His limbs refused to respond. He was powerless to stop the parasite—that had to be what it was. They hadn’t done extensive research, but he’d reviewed the scans from Kathryn Mendez. The same thing that had happened to her, and her father before her, was happening to him.

      The parasite made its way into his nasal cavity, slithering toward his brain. There was a moment’s pressure, and then all pain faded. A blissful calm came over Dryker, and he relaxed. He could feel something indescribable spreading slowly through his head and down his spine. It was warm, and rather pleasant.

      “It will be over in a moment. The unpleasant part is past,” Juliard said. She paused, biting her lip. “I know you’re probably wondering how this happened. The day before we left the Primo ship, Celendra came on me while I was sleeping. She’s stronger than she looks, probably because of the parasite. She held me down and, well…you can guess what happened. She gave me a parasite and told me to wait for the signal to give it to you. Our masters just gave me that signal.”

      Dryker’s mind began to wander, a malaise settling over him. He was dimly aware of the consequences, of what this would do to humanity. Having both Celendra and himself implanted would doom the defense efforts for both species. If they were able to implant Fizgig as well, their resistance would effectively be over.

      “There we go,” Juliard said, helping Dryker into a sitting position. “Motor control should start to return now. You’ll be able to stand in a moment. How do you feel?”

      Dryker sobbed. The enormity of what had just been done to him was too much, especially after the weight of recent months. Humanity couldn’t survive too many more blows, and he knew he was in a unique position to deal just such a blow.

      “Indeed.” A powerful voice spoke inside his head. “And that is exactly what you shall do. You will pass the following order to the human government, then repeat it to every convoy you’ve created: they are all to return to Earth for a final defense. Every vessel is needed. We are pulling together. We have found a path to victory.”

      The trap was ingenious. It would doom humanity, allow them all to be picked off at once. Dryker rose to his feet, turning to Juliard. He was a prisoner, watching as the larva moved him like a puppet. “I’m going to need you to send several messages.”
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      The Eye’s hunger had grown, eclipsing all other needs. Its cycle was close, and if it could harvest enough genetic material it could begin the next evolution. The morsels it had consumed until now had been enough to forestall the hunger, but only briefly.

      While the Eye’s hunger was paramount, it was still monitoring hundreds of thousands of thoughtlines. Those had a hierarchy, and it lent more attention to one group in particular.

      Its newest progeny had located the Birthplace.

      The Eye watched as the entity that erroneously thought of itself as Reid explored the Forge. It spun off thoughtlines to study everything Reid saw, the ramifications spawning thousands of possibilities. The Birthplace was a temporal anomaly. Somehow, the Primo had either created or harnessed an area of space where time could be sped or slowed.

      The power represented in the Birthplace was nearly limitless, especially for an entity like the Eye. It could breed thousands of generations in a moment, create trillions of soldiers and an endless supply of food. This would dramatically speed conquest of the nearby galaxies, allowing the Gorthians to continue their expansion.

      The Eye watched eagerly as its progeny pushed through the Forge, engaging the defenders. It watched with disappointment as Reid fled, then with renewed hope as he seized control of the Gate Ship. If the Eye could recover that ship, not only could it then reach the Birthplace, but it could also reverse-engineer the Helios Gates themselves.

      That spun off thousands of thoughtlines. For the first time, the Gorthians would be able to move quickly through the stars. No longer would they need to swim the vast gulf of blackness, wasting centuries in transit.

      Then the Helios Ship exploded, and the Eye’s progeny was extinguished. The Eye suppressed its disappointment, spinning off new thoughtlines to incorporate the event. It had still learned much, could still eventually reach the Birthplace now that it knew where the fabled place lay. All it needed to do was breed a Primo vessel specifically for the task. It could fool the causality matrix the Primo had left in place, convincing other Helios Gates to follow the Eye’s slaves.

      In the meantime, it was ready to see to its needs. The Eye’s hunger was terrible, and must be sated. It was time to harvest Earth.
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      Most Marines hated boring detail, the un-sexy jobs that officers often punished you with. Not Annie, though; she looked forward to gigs like this.

      She turned to the Primo storage chamber, the blue metal completely out of place amidst the junk she’d accumulated in her shuttle over the years. It sat there humming quietly, the clear plate over the occupant’s face revealing a pretty woman in her mid-twenties. She appeared to be sleeping.

      Unlike the rest of Nolan’s crew, Annie had met Kathryn. She remembered the selfless soldier fighting for them back on Coronas 7, and remembered being both surprised and impressed by the woman’s abilities. Kathryn has been a trained field agent back then, while Nolan had clearly been nothing but an analyst. Annie empathized with Kathryn, because she owed the woman. She’d been as responsible as—or even more responsible than—Nolan, for Annie and the rest of the station getting out alive.

      That had been why Annie had volunteered for this gig, offered to wait quietly at the rendezvous for Nolan to return. The others could go haring off after the Birthplace, while she babysat Kathryn. Nolan had been clear that Kathryn’s parasite could be a threat, and that bringing it to the Birthplace was risky. So, even though Annie knew the man was in love with her, he’d given the order for Kathryn to remain behind.

      That left Annie with nothing but time. An officer might have used the time to strategize, but Annie was just a grunt. Downtime was rare, so she enjoyed it to the fullest. There were two new seasons of Star Team 7 to catch up on, for starters. After she’d finished those, she’d gotten good and drunk for the first time since she’d been an independent miner.

      Today, she was mindlessly surfing Quantum. She used a news site run by vets, as they tended to have the best intel about the war’s real effects on humanity. Annie was scrolling down the list of today’s stories when she spotted a holo of the president. She selected it, curious what Gregg had to say. She’d voted for the woman, and was pleasantly impressed by how well the woman had done in Earth’s convoluted political system. Annie followed the president’s career diligently, and had watched every address she’d ever given.

      “Fellow humans,” the president began, the resolution sharpening as the video buffered. The UFC logo on the podium leapt into focus, as did the president’s weathered face. Her hair had been swept into a simple ponytail, a style few politicians were willing to embrace. It was a severe, military style. Annie loved it. “Today we face a monumental threat. We’ve learned that the Void Wraith are launching their invasion of Sol. I implore anyone capable of helping the defense to return home. Not just warships, but cargo ships and transports. The military, led by Admiral Dryker, is massing in orbit. They will do their utmost to drive back the invaders, but should they fail, we will need all the help we can get with the evacuation.”

      The president was grimly silent for a long moment. She coughed into her hand, then looked back at the screen. “This could very well be our final battle, but it’s a battle we need to fight. And win. To this end, we’ve asked the Tigris for support. If they agree, their vessels may fight alongside ours. I know there is bad blood between us, but we need to put that aside. We need all the help we can muster, including the surviving Primo. Today, not just humanity but all the sentient races of the galaxy will stand together. If we succeed, our children will live to thank us. If we fail…there will be no children.”

      The video clip ended, leaving Annie in stunned silence. Return home? Admiral Dryker had been very clear when Annie had seen him speak to Nolan. The admiral had intentionally scattered their forces, knowing that guerrilla tactics were their only chance.

      Massing in a single system, even Sol, meant that they could be wiped out all at once. The move made no tactical sense, not unless you believed you could win that battle. They couldn’t, and Dryker knew it. The Void Wraith had countless ships, at least several thousand. That would certainly be enough to take Earth.

      So what was the admiral hoping to gain?

      She hoped Nolan got back soon.
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      Nolan popped the pill into his mouth, squeezing a little water from the bottle, then setting it onto the table. He didn’t like having to rely on stims, but events were moving quickly and if he didn’t stay current they’d outpace him. He took a deep breath and turned his attention back to the meeting, which was about to start.

      Manda was the last to arrive, seated atop a floating hoverchair. It bobbed up and down on one side of the table, roughly where a human head would be. Manda folded her tiny arms, evidently waiting for him to speak.

      “Thank you for coming,” Nolan began, nodding not just to Manda, but also to Lena, Atrea, and Thetah. “The minds at this table represent the best chance we have at stopping the Gorthians, and the Void Wraith. The goal is to bring everyone up to speed on the data, then find a way to win this war.”

      “What’s the situation?” Manda asked, as if bracing herself for a blow. Her opinion of Nolan had been decidedly cooler since she’d learned that they’d brought Reid onto the Forge. He couldn’t blame her. If not for Delta’s sacrifice, they’d all be dead.

      “I’ve received word that the Gorthians tried to implant Fizgig. She and I had discussed the possibility, and we believe that there’s a high likelihood the Gorthians would also have moved on Dryker and Celendra.”

      “Assuming one of them wasn’t already implanted,” Lena said, ears twitching.

      “You said this Admiral Dryker was the leader of your human military forces,” Manda interjected, leaning forward to stare hard at Nolan. “Who is this Celendra? The name sounds Primo.”

      “It is,” Nolan said, nodding. “Celendra is the closest thing your descendants have to a leader. She’s the Voice of the First Light, a Primo carrier. The other Primo follow her.”

      “Voice?” Manda asked, confusion evident.

      “A Voice is the elected speaker for a vessel,” Atrea supplied. Her tone was exasperated. “The system is antiquated, and often prevents real action from being taken. Most Primo will follow the Voice of their vessel, but they are not compelled to do that.”

      “That’s a terrible system,” Manda said, aghast. “What’s the purpose in doing away with a chain of command?”

      “I asked myself the very same thing the moment I became aware of the Tigris military leadership,” Atrea said. She nodded to Lena. “Her people are much wiser than we. They lead by strength. The humans as well, to a lesser extent.”

      “So this Celendra may be implanted,” Manda said. She looked to Nolan. “Do you have a way of confirming that either leader has been compromised? If so, what do you intend to do about it?”

      “There’s another piece of news that’s relevant,” Nolan said, steeling himself. The next words were some of the most difficult he’d ever uttered. “I believe Dryker is definitely implanted. He’s given the order for all human vessels, not just military, to return to Earth for a final defense.”

      “Forgive me, but won’t that mean their utter annihilation?” Thetah asked, speaking for the first time. She blinked as everyone looked in her direction. “I’m sorry if that’s already obvious.”

      “That’s exactly what it means,” Manda said. She was still looking Nolan right in the eye. “And Nolan is correct. For their supreme military commander to issue such an order, he would have to be implanted. This makes things difficult.”

      “More than difficult,” Nolan said, clenching his fists under the table. “If we can’t find a way to stop the Eye, then the Void Wraith are going to wipe out the human home world. In one battle, they’ll break the back of any resistance, and this war will be effectively over.”

      “The Forge is powerful, as are the Helios Gates,” Manda said. “We can give your race a chance, at least. But you have to understand what’s at stake here, and it matters more than any of us. Partly, the Eradication exists to build an army, but I do not believe that is its primary purpose. I believe the Eradications exist to feed the Eye. During our war against it, we watched as it consumed worlds. It can devour billions in a matter of hours.”

      “Can it be stopped?” Nolan asked.

      “Possibly,” Manda replied, looking pained. “Our attempts to kill the Eye always failed. Its skin is resilient enough to pass through stars, making it impervious to nearly every conventional attack. However, the Eye does open its iris to feed. If we can find a way through the iris, I believe we could launch an attack on its heart. The few scans we’ve obtained suggest that the Eye’s internal organs are significantly less well protected.”

      “We’ll also need to deal with their fleets,” Nolan said. “They’ll have thousands of vessels at their disposal. Can the Forge stand up to that kind of punishment?”

      “Not for long, but if we bring a Helios Gate we can shield ourselves, and any allies,” Manda suggested. She pursed her lips, “Wait, you said that the Gorthian we killed back at the Birthplace was the first that you’d seen, right?”

      “Yes,” Nolan nodded. “It’s possible there are others, but so far as we know Reid was the first to be implanted. One other nearly hatched, but we destroyed it before it could.”

      “That could be excellent news,” Manda said. “The Void Wraith can be overridden by a Gorthian, but not by someone who’s been implanted. If they haven’t hatched another, then odds are good the fleets are controlled directly.”

      “I know exactly who they’ll have placed in charge,” Nolan said, grimly. “Admiral Mendez. He’s possibly our finest strategist, and the senior most spy they turned. If it were me, that’s who I’d have running the show. So if I’m understanding where you’re going with this, you’re saying if we can take out Mendez we leave the Void Wraith fleets leaderless?”

      “Precisely,” Manda said, grinning as she slammed a tiny fist against the arm of her chair. “If we can stop this leader, we might be able to leave the Eye defenseless.”

      “How do we find him?” Nolan asked. “Mendez is canny, and will be careful to cover his tracks. He’ll be orchestrating this war from the shadows, careful not to be discovered.”

      “The fastest way is through another implanted individual,” Thetah said, again blinking when everyone stared at her. She blushed, stammering as she continued. “By that, I mean, we need two things: a living larva, and a sample of the subject’s DNA. All larva come from the same Eye, and all share the same quantum entanglement. Each larva will give off a different resonance, influenced by the host’s DNA. We can use one implanted subject to locate the resonance of this Mendez.”

      “I may be able to supply both,” Nolan said, giving a sudden grin. “We have the admiral’s daughter, Kathryn. She was implanted, and we put her in a Primo stasis chamber to slow the growth.”

      “The direct progeny of the subject would be ideal,” Thetah said, perking up. “We can definitely use this Kathryn to locate her father.”

      “That brings up an important question,” Nolan said, shifting the topic. This was a personal matter, but he also needed to be focused, and knowing the answer would help focus him. It might also deliver a powerful ally. “Can you cure someone of the larva?”
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      Nolan was waiting in the hangar when Annie guided the Tibs to an ungainly landing. The rusted vessel landed hard, one of the struts giving a few inches so that the vessel canted at an angle. Nolan winced, mentally willing the shuttle to hold together. He had no idea how it had for this long.

      Manda floated a few feet away, lounging on her chair as she stared at the shuttle. “That vessel is not spaceworthy.”

      The side hatch popped open, and Annie jumped the three feet down to the deck. “Hey there, Captain, you didn’t have to come meet me personally. Who’s your, uh, friend?”

      “She’s the commander of this vessel; her name is Manda,” Nolan explained, already hoping Annie’s rough-edged nature wouldn’t offend the Primo.

      “The implanted woman is inside?” Manda asked, ignoring Annie’s question. She zoomed her hoverchair near Annie.

      “Kathryn? Yep, safe and sound,” Annie said. “We weren’t bothered much, just took a couple days R&R. Kathryn with the resting, and me with the relaxing.”

      “Get her,” Manda said, gesturing to the cluster of Primo nearby lurking back by the door. They headed into the shuttle, followed by a floating metal platform that bobbed up and down slightly. It looked designed for cargo.

      “Where’s she going, Captain?” Annie asked, a little protectively.

      “They’ve got a cure, Private. The Primo can get that thing out of her.” Nolan gave a grin, and Annie returned it. They both had reason to want Kathryn back on her feet, and it felt good to be able to share that.

      “That’s great news,” Annie said, shouldering a battered pack and moving to join Nolan. “Have at it, then, and don’t worry about leaving a mess behind ya. It can’t be any worse than it already was.”

      The Primo were incredibly efficient, emerging from the Tibs less than twenty seconds later. Kathryn’s stasis chamber floated on the platform, and the moment Manda saw it emerge she guided her people out of the hangar.

      Since the Primo hadn’t forbidden it, Nolan followed. After a moment, Annie did as well. They flanked the stasis chamber, and Nolan stole a glance at the woman inside. Kathryn looked peaceful, as if merely asleep. Her dark hair framed a face he’d thought about a lot over the last few months.

      “How are you going to kill the larva?” Nolan asked, directing the question at Thetah. The hologram floated in Manda’s wake, and turned to face him when addressed.

      “We will use concentrated temporal energy,” she said, giving a mischievous smile. “The Gorthians are incredibly resilient. No radiation, no chemical or toxin, not even the stresses of a star can destroy an adult. Even the larva are resilient. The method you’re about to see is, so far as we know, the only way to kill a larva without killing the host.”

      They stopped inside a large room occupied by several white-robed Primo. The tiny scientists stopped their various experiments, hurrying over to to the stasis tube as it settled atop one of their counters. They moved with the same frenzied determination the Primo soldiers had, and with just as much discipline.

      “Link up the scanner,” a tall—well, relatively tall—green-skinned Primo ordered. The others scurried to obey, using an array of tools Nolan couldn’t even understand. Little plasma displays floated next to them in the air.

      “Interesting,” said another, scrolling through data on a holoscreen. “She is in the earliest stage of implantation. Removal without damage to the host is possible. Her species is new, but appears resilient enough to survive.”

      A larger hologram sprang up above the stasis tube. It showed a cutaway of a human body, the skeleton covered in a sea of tiny root like tendrils.

      “Begin the isolation procedure,” the lead Primo said. The stasis tube began to hum, and the hologram showed a red energy field around every last tendril.

      “Isolation procedure complete,” one of the Primo said, tapping away at a data pad.

      “They’ve used a containment field around the larva,” Thetah whispered to Nolan. “It will prevent the larva from lashing out during the rest of the procedure.”

      “Begin the temporal warping,” the leader said. “Start with factor 9, and raise it steadily to fifteen.”

      A high-pitched whine came from the device, and the hologram showed a rain of purple particles over the entire body. Nolan tensed when Kathryn’s back arched within the chamber. She gave a pained cry, muffled by the stasis chamber. Nolan reached out, resting a hand on the warm metal.

      “Is she all right?” he demanded, looking to Thetah.

      “You must try to be patient,” Thetah said, giving him a sympathetic look. “The larva is designed to be nearly immortal. We’re changing the flow of time in the containment field so that, for it, thousands of years are passing.”

      “You’re aging it to death?” Nolan asked.

      “That’s impossible, unfortunately,” Thetah said. “So far as we know the Gorthians are the first truly immortal race. They do not age in the conventional sense. What we’re doing is denying the larva food. Eventually, after enough millennia, it will begin feeding on itself. Watch.”

      Thetah gestured, and a counter appeared in the air. It showed years blurring by. The counter had already hit five thousand, and within seconds had advanced to ten. Then twenty. Then fifty. It continued to hum along, finally stopping at eighty-three thousand years.

      “There, see?” Thetah asked.

      The tendrils wrapping the skeleton began to shrivel, pulling into themselves. They withered, growing thinner and thinner until they were hairy wisps. Then they began to disappear.

      “Removal successful,” the lead scientist said, clapping a companion on the back. “Well done, team. Subject will make a full recovery.”

      “Will she be okay mentally?” Nolan asked, turning to Thetah.

      “She may have some difficulty accepting what’s happened to her. I know I would,” Thetah replied, giving Kathryn a sympathetic look. “Most subjects develop a passionate hatred for all things Gorthian, and devote their lives to hunting them and their Void Wraith minions down.”

      “If she is strong-willed, this Kathryn will be invaluable,” Manda said, zooming down to the window showing Kathryn’s face. “Those cured are often a wealth of information, because many remember bits from their larva. They know what it was thinking, and their insight helped us win many battles.”

      “Arbiter?” the lead scientist asked Manda.

      “Yes?” Manda shifted her attention to the scientist, chair descending to his level.

      “The sample we obtained? It is workable. I believe we can locate the resonance you’re seeking, but because of the genetic drift the precision is…lacking. You will need to get close, at least in the same system. The closer you get, the more accurately you’ll be able to track.”

      “Excellent, well done.” Manda congratulated the scientist. She turned to Nolan. “We’ll have her moved to our hospice for care, and will notify you when she wakes. In the meantime, I’d suggest we gather whatever allies we can. The time for war is upon us.”
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      Kathryn swallowed painfully, struggling to sit up. She brushed away fragments of nightmares, and had the feeling she’d been under a long time. She blinked herself awake, immediately cataloguing details. Her OFI training took over, assessing the room.

      She was in a strange, floating bed, probably of Primo make. The nightstand, with its curved edges and gleaming metal, confirmed that assessment. There were seven other beds, two sets of four. None were occupied. This appeared to be a hospital.

      Something moved in the corner of her vision, and she reached instinctively for a weapon that wasn’t there. Kathryn relaxed when she recognized Nolan entering the room. A tiny Primo floated on a little chair next to him. How odd. Apparently she’d missed quite a bit while she was out.

      Suddenly, she realized what was missing, and reached inward, listening for the larva. For the first time in months it was quiet in her own skull. Kathryn tensed, stifling the candle flame of hope. Maybe it was gone, but until she heard it from Nolan she wouldn’t even entertain the possibility. It would be too painful to think she were free, then find out otherwise.

      “Welcome back, Commander Mendez,” Nolan said, approaching. She could hear the warmth in his voice, but noted the steady, dignified walk—an officer’s walk. He sat in the chair next to the bed, his smile the best thing she’d seen in weeks. “How are you feeling?”

      “Thirsty,” she said, swallowing again. She met his gaze, summoning the courage to ask the question. “Nolan, is it gone?”

      “It’s dead,” Nolan said, taking her hand. “You’re free. Welcome back, Kathryn.”

      Tears lurked at the corner of her vision, and she squeezed Nolan’s hand. “Thank you. I don’t know how you did this, but thank you.”

      “Something good may have even come out of all this,” Nolan said, returning the squeeze. “The larva gave us the means to track down your father.”

      “Give me a ship, and I’ll lead that mission,” Kathryn said, sitting up. She was wearing a simple black jumpsuit. “If he can be saved, I’ll save him. If not, we need to eliminate him.”

      “I figured you’d want to be there,” Nolan said, releasing her hand and leaning back in his chair. He eyed her appraisingly—not as a man, but rather as a captain assessing a resource. It underscored how much he’d changed since she’d last seen him. His intensity reminded her of her father. “The Primo doctors are amazing. You’ll have made a full recovery tomorrow, and I’m going to need your help tracking down the admiral.”

      “Taking him down would cripple the Eye’s operations,” Kathryn said, nodding. “I can still remember some of the larva’s thoughts. Before that, I participated in a number of meetings. I even saw the Eye itself. My father’s tactics have been responsible for nearly every Void Wraith victory in this war. We have got to stop him.”

      “We’ve provided Nolan with the means of doing exactly that,” the little Primo on the floating chair said, rather imperiously. Self-important little thing, apparently.

      “Kathryn, this is Manda. She’s the supreme commander of the original Primo, and right now we’re aboard her vessel…the Forge.”

      “You found it,” Kathryn said, flinging her arms around Nolan. She pulled him close, squeezing fiercely. “If it were anyone else I’d say I couldn’t believe it. Does that mean we have a chance?”

      “A slim one,” Nolan admitted, returning her hug. She couldn’t believe he was real. “You and I need to stop your father. Manda and the bulk of our forces will battle the Eye itself.”

      “All right,” Kathryn said, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She felt stronger than she’d expected, and rose easily to her feet. “Show me where the shower is, and get me a uniform. I’m ready to fight on the right side of this war.”
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      “Mighty Fizgig,” her second growled, the urgency in his voice drawing her attention. Fizgig rose from her pillowed chair, moving to his console. It displayed the space station they were approaching, one of the fabled Tigris defense platforms. “There appears to be significant battle damage.”

      “Void Wraith,” Fizgig said immediately, familiar with the effects of their plasma on Tigris technology. The Claw had changed hands to a displaced captain, but Fizgig remembered every groan of her hull. “It looks like the station gave as good as she got. She’s standing, which means the Void Wraith aren’t.”

      “Debris consistent with harvesters can be found below the station. The planet is pulling it in,” her second added, confirming her assessment.

      A short warning klaxon played across the bridge, and Fizgig turned her attention to the main view screen. More Void Wraith? They couldn’t handle another prolonged battle, not without time to refit.

      “Mighty Fizgig, we’re picking up Void Wraith drive signatures,” her comm tech called. “Seventeen in all.”

      Fizgig walked calmly back to her chair, and sat. She made a show of fluffing the pillows. Her own fleet had over thirty vessels, nearly half Void Wraith. The fight would be costly, but they could win against those numbers.

      “We’re being hailed,” the comm tech said, a note of confusion in her voice. “Mighty Fizgig, their leader wishes to speak to you.”

      “On screen,” Fizgig ordered, waving at the main view screen.

      “Ahh, at last we’ve found the mongrel,” a voice boomed. The screen fuzzed into view, showing the very last thing Fizgig would have expected: an Alpha Judicator, standing on the bridge of a harvester. Behind it clustered a dozen or more smaller Judicators, but they looked much different than others she’d seen. These had been painted, some with spots and others a rich black. They looked like Jaguara.

      “Hello, Carnifex,” Fizgig said, rising from her chair and stalking to the holodisplay. “Mighty Khar, are you monitoring?”

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar rumbled, his image sliding onto the right half of the holo. Fizgig detected a slight note of jealousy in his tone, probably because Carnifex had thought to decorate his armor. “It would seem Carnifex and the Jaguara have reconsidered their position on Void Wraith technology. Abomination, that was the word you used, was it not?”

      “I have not come to bicker,” Carnifex roared, smashing one of the smaller Judicators to the deck. It scrambled away, damaged but unharmed. “Your warning was timely, Fizgig. When the Void Wraith came we fell back into the system, lurking. We waited for an opportunity, when most of their ships were grounded. Then we struck, boarding these harvesters. After we took them, they rose from our world like a cloud of beeza. We fled for the Helios Gate, in search of allies.”

      Fizgig knew it had cost Carnifex to admit both that he’d fled and that he needed allies. She was careful not to press his pride. “How many of you have become Judicators?”

      “All of us,” Carnifex snarled, daring her to protest. “Every last warrior made the sacrifice, for we know that we are stronger. We will use that strength to exact revenge, for all Jaguara.”

      “For all Tigris, not just your pride,” Khar snapped. He leaned menacingly closer. “Tell me, Carnifex. Are you willing to follow Mighty Fizgig? She is our war chief, and her will is supreme.”

      Carnifex was silent. His balled fists relaxed, and the Judicators around him somehow looked noticeably relieved, despite emotionless faces. “I will follow Mighty Fizgig, if she will deliver the vengeance my people seek.”

      “Welcome to the alliance of prides, Mighty Carnifex,” Fizgig said. She purred, but low enough that the microphones wouldn’t pick it up. “We will need every vessel and every warrior for what is to come.”
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      Fizgig stared impassively at the view screen, schooling her features to conceal the awe. Showing that you cared about something was considered undignified among the Tigris, so she leaned over and licked an errant patch of fur on her shoulder, pretending not to notice the Forge.

      The vessel orbiting the planet was the largest she’d ever seen, probably the largest anyone had ever seen. Its basic form was triangular, with wide swooping wings at the rear of the vessel. Its surface was broken by tiny lights and little dark spots.

      As they flew closer, those resolved into hangar bays, some shielded and others dark. Countless cannons dotted the surface, a thousand or more. The triangle had a bite taken from the end, a curved depression. It was difficult to be sure from this angle, but Fizgig was positive that was a cannon of some kind. She already pitied whatever was on the receiving end of that weapon.

      “Mighty Fizgig, they’ve given us the coordinates to a docking bay,” Calix rumbled. The male was shorter than most, and conscious of that fact. It made him bristle a little too often, but despite the outbursts he’d proven adept at his duties. He leaned over the console, one of the few pieces of Tigris tech on an otherwise Void Wraith bridge. “Shall I order our vessel to land?”

      “Do it,” Fizgig commanded.

      Their course changed, and they swung low to the far corner of one of the wing tips. Their harvester glided smoothly inside a docking bay, then settled onto the deck with a thump. Fizgig rose from her chair, smiling in spite of herself. The holodisplay had shifted to show the inside of the hangar, where Nolan and his crew were already waiting.

      He’d come to greet her. Standing next to him was Izzy, the pair conversing intently about something. Izzy gave a laugh, and Nolan shared it. That pleased her. Of all the warriors she’d trained, those two had the potential to have the biggest impact. Neither was the fastest with a blade—though both could hold their own—but what made them far more valuable was their understanding of tactical situations. Either would make a fine leader, and when she was gone such leaders would be needed.

      She’d originally included Khar in her list of proteges, but his transformation had badly shaken her faith in him. It had been a rash decision, and they couldn’t afford mistakes. In time, she hoped he’d regain her trust.

      Fizgig walked from the bridge, heading to the closest airlock. She touched the blue gem set into the wall, waiting patiently as the door slid into the ship. A ramp extended to the deck below, and Fizgig hurried down it. Nolan had already spotted her, and moved to the base of the ramp. He was flanked by Izzy and Lena, both beaming with properly predatory smiles.

      Behind them lurked Nolan’s Marines, Hannan at their head. The shorter woman had impressed Fizgig on a number of occasions. She was one of the few who took hand to hand fighting seriously. The other human was showing the first signs of age, but still a decade or more younger than Fizgig. Annie, her name was. She seemed bored, more interested in polishing the barrel of her rifle than in the proceedings. Fizgig could hardly blame her for that.

      “It is damned good to see you,” Nolan said, extending a hand.

      Fizgig grabbed it, yanking Nolan toward her. She ignited her plasma blade, jabbing at his throat. Nolan’s own blade flared to life, knocking the blow aside. Fizgig gave a rare smile, a deep purr rolling through her chest. “You’ve been practicing. I am impressed, Nolan.”

      Hannan and Annie had their weapons trained in her direction. Izzy’s plasma blade was also ignited, but she seemed unsure which side to support. Lena simply stared, wide eyed.

      Then Hannan started to laugh, walking up to stand next to Fizgig. She smiled, snapping a tight salute. Then she dropped her arm and gave the first friendly smile Fizgig had ever seen from her. “The captain’s right, it’s good to see you Fizgig. I wish we had a hundred more fleet captains with half your fire.”

      “Come on, Khar is landing.” Nolan clapped her on the shoulder, then moved off toward the neighboring hangar. Another harvester had already landed, and several Judicators had debarked. The sight of them filled Fizgig with unease.
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      Kathryn knew she was the outsider. It wasn’t just the suspicious looks from nearly everyone. It was also the fact that she hadn’t been there with them in the trenches. She hadn’t earned her place in the squad. They didn’t know what she could do, outside of the times they’d had to fight her.

      She was sure Delta would have welcomed her, and mourned his loss again. Nolan, Hannan, and Kathryn had spent the morning piecing together what had happened. The only conclusion was that he’d snuck aboard the harvester with the micro-singularity, then used it to take out Reid. Gaining righteous retribution was a fitting end, one she felt Delta would have been proud of. He’d fought back, and in the end he’d triumphed against the monster that had taken everything from him

      “You all right?” Nolan asked, touching her lightly on the shoulder.

      She looked up, blinking, and couldn’t help but smile, enjoying the sight of him. Nolan had filled out some; the bulging of his arm muscles was visible under his uniform. “Just lost in thought again. There’s been a lot to catch up on.”

      “I can’t even imagine.” They rounded a corner and started up the final flight of stairs to the conference room. He lowered his voice. “This won’t take too long. I haven’t invited the Primo. Fizgig and I agreed to keep this gathering as small as possible.”

      “Then why am I here?” Kathryn asked, more than a little surprised. “I was the enemy until two days ago. I’ve seen the way they look at me. You’re not winning any favors by having me at this meeting.”

      “I want you there for three reasons,” Nolan said, wearing that officer’s confidence again. “First, you’re one of the finest tactical minds in the fleet. Second, you’ve got insight into the Gorthians. You might be able to show us a new perspective. Third, I’m going to need a second in command soon. My vessel doesn’t have a single officer other than myself.”

      “Oh I get it,” Kathryn said, playfully. “You want me to serve under you.”

      “You forgot the sir, Commander,” Nolan said, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Damned it’s good having you back.”

      They were close enough to hear the hum of conversation, so Kathryn let off the flirting. The Tigris were already seated, Fizgig flanked by Izzy and Lena. The snowy one was a soldier, and the golden-furred lioness was from the Tigris science caste. Behind them loomed an Alpha Judicator.

      Kathryn’s hand dropped to her plasma pistol, but she forced herself to relax. She had to remind herself that the Judicators were on their side. This one was even the leader of a pride, supposedly. Khar of Pride Leonis.

      Nolan strode into the room, taking a seat directly across from Fizgig. Kathryn sat next to him, clasping her hands in her lap. She was very conscious of the fact that none of Nolan’s other people were here. What kind of message did that send, and how did the others feel about it? Was Nolan aware of that? She couldn’t really gauge how savvy he’d become.

      “Okay, Fizgig. I know you like brief, so we’re going to catch you up as fast as possible,” Nolan said. Everyone’s gaze shifted in his direction. “We have the Forge. The Forge is an ass-kicking machine of death. But the Primo aren’t sure it’s enough to kill the Eye. Annie tells me that Dryker called the entire fleet home, and we both know what that means.”

      “He’s been implanted,” Fizgig said, eyes narrowing to slits. “I believe that Celendra was implanted, also—probably before Dryker. That makes both factions suspect. Without their support, is victory possible?”

      “We will make it possible,” Khar rumbled, leaning his massive frame a bit closer to the table.

      “You might want to hear what I have to say before making any bold claims, Khar,” Nolan said. His voice had gone icy, and his gaze was fixed unblinkingly on the Alpha. It would seem that he hadn’t forgotten that Khar had skirted the letter of Dryker’s decree about who could become a Judicator. “That was the next part of my report. During the battle where we took the Forge, we learned that an Eye can assume direct control of both Judicators and harvesters. It used them against us, and that mistake cost quite a few Primo lives.”

      “That’s impossible,” Khar snapped. He slammed a fist into the wall, leaving a head-sized dent. “We will not be used or controlled. We will do the using. I am no puppet. I will fight these Gorthians to the end, as will every Judicator that follows me. We need their strength, for even with it we are vastly outnumbered.”

      “I studied the footage of the battle with Reid, the one where it used the Judicators to assault the Primo’s master core. Edwards was able to resist the Eye’s control,” Kathryn found herself saying. All eyes turned to her, and she straightened. She’d faced a review board of admirals. She could deal with a few Tigris. “Granted, we don’t know if his immunity is a fluke, but I suspect it’s not. We can have Lena, Atrea, and our new Primo allies examine him. They’ll find out why he’s not affected, and we’ll make sure the rest of our Judicators are similarly shielded. For the harvesters, we can wire the VI into all ship functions, and remove the base computer. The Eye will have nothing to send a message to.”

      “A good plan, but we won’t know if we’ve succeeded until we’re in combat,” Fizgig cautioned, folding her arms across her chest. “Only then will we see if the Void Wraith can still be controlled.” She looked to Nolan. “Your distrust is wise, but so too is Khar’s assessment. We need the extra strength. If we removed every Judicator and every harvester, the Tigris would lose a full two-thirds of our forces.”

      “We’ll take the risk then,” Nolan answered, giving a grudging nod. “Are we agreed that we have to stop the Eye at Earth? This is pretty much all or nothing, Fizgig. If we lose this, there won’t be a force large enough to oppose the Void Wraith. They’ll finish the Eradication.”

      “I speak for Pride Fizgig,” Fizgig said, nodding, “and we are ready to fight. I will speak to Carnifex, but I believe the Jaguara will also join. Khar, do we have the support of Pride Leonis?”

      “Always, Mighty Fizgig.” Khar said. He dipped his head to Nolan. “You are wise to express concerns, Nolan. I apologize if I seem defensive.”

      “Our scientists will find a way to shield you,” Nolan said, rising and giving the Alpha a respectful nod. “And you’re not wrong—we need all the help we can get.”

      “It will take a little time to gather our might,” Fizgig said. She cocked her head, considering. “I believe we can reach Earth in seven hours, ready to reinforce the line.”

      “We will need slightly longer to prepare the Forge for battle,” Manda said. “We will make for Earth the moment we are ready.”

      “Sounds like we have the most workable plan we’re going to get. We meet at Sol, and try to kill the Eye.” Nolan gave a tight nod. He looked to Fizgig. “Kathryn and I will take a harvester after Mendez. Fizgig, that will leave Dryker and Celendra to you.”
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      Dryker clasped his hands behind his back, staring impassively at the holodisplay. Sixteen vessels had just emerged, another of the near constant waves flowing into the Sol system since he’d suggested the president order everyone back to Earth. This wave was mostly cargo ships, with a single ore processor tucked in the middle. From a Ceras station, most likely.

      “Juliard, do you have our current readiness reports?” Dryker asked, without turning to face the lieutenant.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, quietly. “There are seventy-four capital ships, twenty-seven frigates, and nine corvettes. They’ve been evenly divided into quadrants, all currently orbiting one of the defense platforms.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said, continuing their little game. Neither mentioned the looming truth, that they’d been compromised by the enemy. Both were aware of the larva growing inside them, controlling their actions whenever the need arose.

      Dryker pressed a button on his comm, and the holo shifted to show Earth. He zoomed in on the closest defense platform, the most impressive armament humanity had produced. The station was a cube, each plane set with dozens of railguns. Between the railguns were round black holes—missile tubes. Each station could fill the night sky with warheads, then use the railguns to pick off survivors.

      Unfortunately, the defense platforms had never been tested. They’d been built to stop the Tigris, and would have performed admirably in that role if the Tigris had ever reached Earth. The Void Wraith, though? Dryker imagined the platforms would be of limited effectiveness. With two weeks of downtime, he could probably outfit them with Primo weaponry, but that was time he just didn’t have—and that was assuming the larva even allowed him to do that.

      Dryker had no idea when the blow would fall, but it was clear why the larva had forced him to draw humanity here. They were going to be wiped out, Earth harvested in whatever grisly manner the Eye required. Even now he could feel that Eye, through his link to the larva. It was everywhere, all-powerful.

      Curiously, the Eye didn’t micromanage. Dryker had been left to his own devices, allowed to plan the best defense possible. He was doing his utmost to ensure that humanity made this victory a costly one for the Void Wraith. That freedom still terrified him, though. Why wasn’t the Eye sabotaging their defense? Was it that certain of victory? If so, that faith was probably well-placed.

      “Sir,” Juliard said politely.

      Dryker looked up at the hologram again, and noted a small flashing icon in the corner. He selected it, and the view shifted back to the sun. Another wave of ships had emerged. There were fewer of them, but they were still the most impressive wave. Eight Primo carriers flew out of the star in formation, making directly for Earth.

      “Hail them,” Dryker ordered, moving back to his chair. He sat rigidly, waiting until the screen shifted to show the First Light’s familiar bridge. Celendra sat on her floating throne, her makeup not quite hiding the waxy appearance of her skin. Now that he knew what to look for, it was obvious to Dryker that she’d been infected. “Hello, Celendra. Thank you for answering our call.”

      “You are our allies; we could do nothing else,” Celendra said, nodding respectfully. “How may we best aid the defense of your planet?”

      “If you could send two carriers to each of the orbital defense platforms, we’d be grateful,” Dryker supplied. “We’ve got four fronts, and if any area fails the Void Wraith will be able to harvest civilians.”

      “Are you certain it is not wiser to concentrate all our forces in one location?” Celendra asked. There was no accusation in the question, just a request for more data.

      Dryker suddenly realized that Celendra was probably like him, left to do her best to save her people most of the time, then jerked about like a puppet the moment the Eye needed something done.

      “I’m certain,” Dryker said, soberly. “I still believe Fizgig will come to our aid, and if she does we’ll use her forces to reinforce whatever area is in trouble. But abandoning three quadrants guarantees Earth’s destruction. We need to find a way to hold.”

      Even as he uttered the words, Dryker knew they weren’t true. The Eye was coming, and all three of them knew it.
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      Admiral Mendez took rapid, shallow breaths. He could feel the tubes pumping something awful inside of him; a viscous green liquid pooled around him. The stench had stopped bothering him, but it was difficult to look past the fact that he was becoming less human every moment.

      “We lack the time for you to focus on what you were,” the larva boomed in his mind. “Focus on the war. Win it, and take your place among the Gorthians.”

      Mendez looked up at the wall-sized hologram, which had been carried in by Judicators. It was mounted to a rock wall above the pool, and currently displayed an image of the surrounding galaxy. Blue tags floated around many worlds, each representing one of his fleets. He’d focused the fleet in a wide dispersal, but the time had come to tighten that net on key targets.

      “Bring up the list,” Mendez said, coughing into his hand. His voice was hoarse from disuse, a byproduct of having no one to talk to.

      The holo added twenty six new icons. Twenty-five were red circles, each appearing over a world he’d deemed vital. Most were human, but half a dozen were Tigris. They contained the largest remaining populations, and wiping them out would reduce eighty percent of food production for both races. That would be critical going forward.

      After they’d finished the main Eradication, it would take decades to root out survivors. Dryker treated them like guerrillas, and you rooted out guerrillas by cutting off their supply lines. That gave them no choice but to come to you, and when they did you eliminated them.

      “This tactic is interesting,” the larva’s voice rumbled in his head. “Its use may shorten the interval necessary to cull survivors. Proceed with this attack.”

      Mendez gritted his teeth, hating the ever-present voice, the reminder that he was a literal pawn. He forced himself back to the work, the tactical problems the only refuge he could find from his situation.

      He had just over four thousand harvesters to work with, but before he could distribute them he needed to make sure he won the battle for Earth.

      “That’s the real trick, isn’t it?” he muttered. He raised a trembling hand to his beard, stroking it absently as he shifted the view to show Earth.

      He had real-time estimates of the planet’s defenses, and it looked like the Primo had just arrived to reinforce the human lines. Sizable fleets—some of the most impressive gathered in living memory—were arrayed around each platform.

      “Order Fleets one through twenty to gather in the Tewet system to await further orders,” Mendez said, confident in the decision.

      Two thousand ships would be more than enough to overwhelm all defense, even given that he didn’t know the exact composition of the Tigris reinforcements. If Fizgig mustered another three hundred ships, he’d be shocked, and odds were good that any new ones would be harvesters. That, more than anything else, would doom the allied races once the Eye ordered both Judicators and harvesters to turn on the alliance forces.

      They’d be torn apart from within, even while being relentlessly attacked from without. As a military commander, this was the most airtight plan he’d ever been a part of. Of course, he’d never had a perfect network of spies, or the ability to control forty percent of the enemy force on command.

      Even if humanity somehow won the battle here, the galaxy would never recover—especially with his remaining two thousand harvesters laying waste to the breadbaskets of all races. Either way, the survivors would starve.
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      The Eye rejoiced, pushing itself from the star with enough force to counteract the sun’s immense gravity. Such capabilities had been lacking when it had first come to the Milky Way, but through study of the Primo it had evolved to mimic their starships. Its skin was more dense than any ship’s hull, impervious to nearly all forms of damage.

      It drifted from the sun, surveying the solar system it had arrived in. It was the first time the Eye had visited Sol, which had possessed no galactic importance the last time it had culled the galaxy. Records from that time had listed the system as a Primo outpost, but they’d never touched the third planet. Earth, while habitable, had had none of the resources they sought.

      Conversely, it now possessed the one resource the Eye needed, and it possessed that resource in an abundance the Eye had never seen before: twenty billion people clustered across the planet’s surface in convenient cities. That amount of genetic mass would allow the Eye to evolve again, likely in unexpected ways.

      But first it needed to deal with the defenders. Ships floated around several platforms, primitive devices with little chance of harming the Eye. Yet the Eye had survived as long as it had through patience and diligence. It wouldn’t underestimate these humans, or their Tigris allies. The Eye activated its communication organ, reaching out to the two thousand vessels that had emerged with it.

      All were ready to fight. It resisted the urge to order them into battle, leaving that task to vessel Mendez. The human had already proven invaluable as a combat leader, and the Eye had decided to preserve that mind. Like Reid, Mendez would be allowed to keep much of his identity after its progeny was born from his body. Mendez would be given command of all forces created during this Eradication, then sent to join the galactic front.

      “Begin the assault,” Mendez’s voice echoed through the Eye’s communication organ.

      The Void Wraith began to move, and the Eye watched their advance with great interest. Mendez had divided the fleet into three parts. The first two were five hundred ships each, and the last a full thousand. Both groups of five hundred moved to engage orbital defense platforms, while the reserves advanced behind. The Eye approved of the strategy. If the humans stripped defenders from the other two platforms, then the reserve could move up to attack them. If they stayed where they were, the Void Wraith would wipe out half their forces, then move on to the other half.

      How would Dryker react? The Eye opened several hundred thoughtlines, trying to understand how the human would respond. Dryker knew Mendez, and knew that Mendez was in charge. They’d served together, and each likely knew how the other would respond. It was a very high-stakes version of the game they called chess.
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      Dryker winced when a wall of harvesters decloaked, spaced far enough apart to prevent a nuclear strike from wiping them out. Their line swept toward the two defense platforms, slamming into the defending fleet. Elements of the 14th and the 11th moved to engage, reinforced by Primo carriers.

      Flashes bloomed all over, a mixture of Void Wraith cannons and human railguns. Here and there, Primo weaponry added to the plasma fire. A moment later, a second set of flashes began, these ones much larger. Ships broke apart, blossoming silently like fireworks. Both sides took casualties, but the Void Wraith had the numbers to afford the losses. Humanity did not. Already the Void Wraith were curving around the human line, threatening to encircle them. With the fleet in low orbit, their escape would be completely cut off.

      “Move defense platforms three and four to join one and two,” Dryker ordered, leading forward in his commander chair. He knew that consolidating their defenses left part of Earth exposed, but he had no choice. “Have the escorting fleets move ahead to join the battle, but leave a core of fighters to defend three and four.”

      Mendez’s fingerprints were all over this attack, and Dryker pushed back a fresh tide of despair. Mendez had been their finest admiral during the war with the Tigris, and clearly hadn’t lost his edge. His move pinned humanity. There was simply no good response. The best Dryker could hope for was maneuvering the defenders close enough to support each other.

      Unfortunately, that exposed the entire eastern hemisphere to attack. If the Void Wraith reserves moved in that direction, they could reach the surface unopposed. Dryker risked it anyway, because he knew Mendez would be too smart to send his reserves to the planet, at least so early in the battle. The Tigris hadn’t arrived, and until they did, Mendez would be cautious.

      It was a stalling tactic, but right now this was the best play Dryker had.

      “Sir, platforms three and four will reach the battle in eighty seconds,” Juliard supplied, then bent back to her comm station. She gave a steady stream of individual orders, having captains correct courses, and dealing with the few protests that had arisen.

      Dryker watched the fleets draw closer, silhouetted against the planetscape. The sun was coming up on the west coast of the Americas, and the battle was taking place above North and South America. Streaks of debris were already falling from destroyed ships, streaming down into the atmosphere over cities he recognized. Most would burn up on re-entry, he hoped. Though perhaps those who died from falling debris would be the lucky ones.

      His ship was passing over the Pacific Ocean, well behind the main armada. Four destroyers, more modern versions of the Johnston, flanked him. That thought pierced him, because he hadn’t even thought about the old girl in weeks. How far things had spiraled since he’d been a captain in the 14th.

      “The 11th is engaging, sir,” Juliard said. Dryker watched them crash into the Void Wraith, overlapping explosions blurring the combat.

      The 11th had successfully blocked the Void Wraith attempt to encircle his forces—for now anyway. Already the Void Wraith were pressing the 11th, trying to find a weakness.

      His five vessels could help strengthen the line. Would the larva let him join the battle directly? One way to find out. “Order our escort vessels to join the 11th’s rear, and ask Admiral Nicao where he wants them. We’ll follow as well, and pick off targets of opportunity.”

      The Eye hadn’t stopped him. Why? More and more, he was terrified of the possible reason.

      The entire human line was pressed hard; as Dryker watched, a Primo carrier detonated, the explosions taking half a dozen vessels with it. They were losing, and quickly. Dryker gave them fifteen minutes—perhaps twenty, if they fell back to one consolidated defense point.
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      Fizgig had spent most of her life dreaming of entering the Sol system. She’d been one of the first to encounter the humans, the first sent to deal with them after their unprovoked assault on Pride Leonis. In her dreams, she’d been leading a fleet to wipe them out—to punish them for the temerity of thinking they could share the stars with the Tigris.

      She’d never imagined that she might be coming here to help save the humans. More, she’d never believed she could respect them enough to care about their fate. Fizgig wasn’t here merely because saving humanity meant saving the Tigris. She was also here because saving humanity meant saving Nolan. It might mean saving Dryker.

      “Make for the human homeworld,” she roared over the comm. “Prepare to assault the enemy flank in sector 6. We’ll pin them against the humans, leaving them nowhere to run.” All around her, Tigris vessels were emerging from the sun, gathering back into prides as they reached the surface. Fully half of the vessels were Void Wraith, and nearly all had been damaged in some way.

      “Mighty Fizgig.” An unfamiliar female voice came over the comm—one of the Jaguara, if her accent was any indication. “What of our defense platforms? Should we not wait?”

      “They’ll take too long to reach the battle,” Fizgig countered. “If we wait for them, there won’t be any humans left. We have to help them now, and hope we can hold out long enough for our platforms to join the fray.” She rose from her chair and stalked to the view screen.

      It now showed Earth, and the cloud of vessels around it. She was witnessing the single largest space battle in living history, the first to involve all three races. It was even larger than the recent battle over Tigrana.

      At this distance, details were hard to pick out, but she had a general sense of the situation. The humans had been backed into the proverbial corner, their four defense stations supporting a beleaguered line of mostly human ships. Only four Primo carriers remained, each a bastion in their respective quadrant

      “Mighty Khar,” Fizgig called over the comm, “lead the Jaguara and Leonis into battle.”

      “What of you, Mighty Fizgig?” Khar’s voice echoed back.

      “I’m holding Pride Fizgig in reserve,” she said, frowning. It wouldn’t be considered a glorious tactic, but she didn’t care what the historians said. She wanted to win, to ensure that there would be historians at all.

      “Is this some sort of treachery?” Carnifex roared, his metallic face suddenly appearing on Fizgig’s holo. “You bleed our prides, preserving your own to seize control of our people when this war is over.”

      Fizgig closed her eyes, and forced a deep breath. She half-worried that Khar would intervene, but he stayed blessedly silent. She thumbed a button on her comm, extending the transmission to every Tigris vessel in the system.

      “Carnifex, I sought to award you the honor of glorious battle. If you do not find the taste to your liking, I can hold the Jaguara in reserve,” Fizgig offered. “But make no mistake. If I call for you, and you fail to answer, I will destroy you with my own paws. Do not think that metallic body will save you. You will not be the first Alpha I have destroyed.”

      Carnifex was silent, his expressionless face staring. Finally, he spoke. “I accept your orders, Mighty Fizgig. But when the battle is done, there will be an accounting between us.”
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      The Eye quietly circled the third planet, calculating hundreds of thoughtlines about the battle. They seemed unaware of its approach, fooled by its superior cloaking. On the planet below, there were clues, of course. The Eye’s mass tugged at the ocean, changing tidal currents all over the globe. That data probably wasn’t even being monitored, and even if it was it would take the humans time to get word to their government.

      No trace of it had been detected. The Eye’s thoughtlines reached an accord, measuring the reaction times of every vessel in the system. None would be able to reach it in time, and even if one of them could somehow achieve the necessary velocity, they all lacked the offensive capability to inflict significant damage.

      The Eye would need precisely seventeen minutes to harvest this side of the planet, and in that time it could ingest nearly nine billion humans. If it recovered nothing further from this harvest—nothing regarding the Birthplace or the Helios Gates—that would still be enough to make this Eradication worthwhile. Its fleet was winning the battle, in any event, and hardly needed its help.

      The Eye released the energy it had given its cloaking organ, shimmering into sight like a second moon. It was close, a mere few thousand miles above the surface. This intensified the tidal shift, causing an immediate backlash from the ocean. Coastal cities would be annihilated, but the few people killed would be little more than a statistical anomaly. A few million at most, and probably less than that.

      It was time to begin. Activating an organ it had not used in over twenty millennia, the Eye began to retract the enormous iris covering its entire right hemisphere. The iris slid into the skin, even as the pupil widened to a continent-sized gulf of blackness, exposing the inner eye.

      Then the Eye activated the most energy-intensive organ it possessed, willing the delicate lining of its inner eye to exert an energy field. That energy field had some properties of a magnetic field, but added exotic particles that shifted the spectrum of atom attracted. It coded the field to the genetic signature of human DNA, a hum echoing through its body as the energy built.

      The wave built, blue tendrils of energy extending from the Eye’s open iris. They extended toward the planet, fanning out to engulf the densest cities. Most were found along the coasts, though the landmass known as Asia contained many concentrations.

      Across the world, blue pillars of energy reached the ground. Wherever they passed they pulled in humans, yanking them from buildings, from streets, from vehicles. They were pulled up the light beams, a steady flow of biomass. It took nearly a full minute for the flow to reach the inner eye, but when it did the Eye rejoiced. It digested thousands of consciousnesses, reveling in the fresh memories and perspectives. The feast had begun.

      It must not be interrupted. The Eye took one final step to ensure its safe feeding, sending word to every harvester and Judicator in the system. “Minions, I command you. Destroy the human defenders. Kill the Tigris. Kill any surviving Primo. None survive.”
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      “Hear me, Pride Leonis,” Khar roared, thrusting a fist into the air. The holocamera carried his image to the entire fleet, a hodgepodge of ancient Tigris vessels and battle-damaged harvesters. “Today we battle for the survival of the future. Lose here, and our people have none. We will sell our lives, pay any cost, to ensure victory. Are you with me?”

      A chorus of roars came back over the comm. Khar smiled, inwardly at least. It was hard to express joy now that he was an Alpha, though it was easy enough to express rage. He could just smash something.

      “Khar.” Carnifex’s voice boomed, his image appearing on the holo. He, too, was an Alpha now. “I have agreed to accept your command, for now. Where would you have the Jaguara?”

      “Take your fleet to—” Khar’s words were cut off. His spine heated, and something shot through his entire body. It wasn’t painful, exactly, but it prevented him from speaking.

      Carnifex slumped forward. All around Khar, his brethren did the same, as if affected by some external force all in the same instant. Fizgig had warned them about this, warned him that the Eye could control Judicators and harvesters both.

      They’d dealt with the latter problem by rewiring each ship to bypass the main computer. They’d simply removed them, allowing the AIs to run the ships directly. They lost some functionality, but what they gained in security more than made up for it.

      The Judicators, on the other hand, were something they couldn’t really test. In theory, the previously human Alpha, Edwards, had proven that it was possible to resist. So Khar resisted. He screamed inside the confines of his own head, willing his arms to rise.

      They rose, slowly. Khar raged, determined to beat the evil that was even now devouring his allies. “I. Am. KHAR.”

      His voice echoed over the comm, and other Judicators began calling their names— a few at first, then a chorus. Khar was elated, and stared around him as other Judicators began to rise.

      Elation turned to ashes when one Judicator turned to another and fired a plasma shot directly into the face. That seemed to trigger something, and suddenly everyone was firing. The Judicators who resisted were quickly surrounded, a definite minority.

      “No,” Khar roared, charging forward. He smashed into the smaller Judicators, kicking one into three of its fellows. He fired a trio of shots from his cannon, ending three more.

      Then all the remaining enemies charged him. Khar took a defensive step backward, gunning down as many as he could. Half a dozen reached him, hurling themselves at his feet. Then they began to explode. The first knocked him flat, and the others began diving atop him. His HUD showed red all over the figure representing his armored body.

      When the flurry of explosions ended, the bridge was silent. Khar lived. He pulled himself to his knees, his robotic limbs groaning in protest. Orange fluid leaked from many parts of his body, and his right hand had been melted to useless slag.

      “Ship, seal off the bridge,” he ordered, pulling himself back to his feet. Four of his men survived, the barrels of their rifles trained on the two stairwells leading onto the bridge.

      The doors slid down, locking them in. Good, that would buy them time to deal with the rest of the Judicators. In the meantime, their ship could continue to fight.

      “Ship, show me the battle in the system around us,” Khar ordered, focusing on the quadrant they were approaching. The human lines were battered, threatening to break at any moment.

      A Primo carrier turned slowly toward its companion, training all its cannons on the only other surviving carrier. Khar recognized the vessel that had joined the Void Wraith. He watched in horror as the First Light destroyed the last Primo carrier. Then it turned on the human fleet, whose ranks were buckling.
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      Dryker was momentarily relieved when the Tigris entered the system. He counted nearly three hundred drive signatures, a far more significant force than expected. It wasn’t enough to win, but it guaranteed that the Void Wraith victory would be a costly one.

      The Tigris approached the human lines, slamming into the rear of the Void Wraith position. They did horrific damage, the flanking maneuver forcing the Void Wraith to deal with two fronts.

      Then the Tigris vessels began firing on each other. Harvesters turned on other harvesters, or on the Tigris ships of the line. The battle was short and bloody, with both sides taking significant casualties. Plasma fires burst from the corpses of vessels, and no quarter was given or asked. The Void Wraith saw their opportunity, pouncing on the divided Tigris.

      Fizgig had wisely kept a large group of ships in reserve, and those moved to reinforce. Most were traditional Tigris vessels, stiffened by a few harvesters. Their sudden assault evened the odds, and there was a stalemate for a time. Then the Tigris slowly pushed their enemies back. They wiped out the traitorous ships, and pushed the Void Wraith back.

      “Admiral,” Juliard said, her head snapping up. There was death in her gaze. “The Eye has appeared over the eastern hemisphere. Word is spreading among the fleet.”

      “Put it on,” Dryker ordered, his heartbeat quickening. He could feel the adrenaline flooding his system, his body sensing that his survival was in jeopardy.

      “—biggest thing I’ve ever seen. The iris is retracting, and there’s a blue glow coming from within. Wait a second. Oh my god.” The footage showed the Eye, floating in darkness. It was silhouetted by the light from Earth, the cities below giving its shadowy shape form.

      Blue light erupted from the Eye, dividing into a thousand tendrils. Dryker watched, paralyzed, as the tendrils began scouring the Earth. Then the Eye spoke in his mind, and he knew what he had to do. It must not be interrupted.

      “Juliard,” Dryker said, speaking the word slowly, a last attempt to stave off what was about to happen. “Put me on to the entire fleet.”

      Dryker hated himself, even knowing he wasn’t really at fault. The Eye knew what he knew, and it knew that he was revered among the fleet. Suddenly, he understood why the Eye had allowed him free rein. It had done so because it didn’t want to risk his credibility. It had waited until the most critical moment, the time when it made the most sense to use him. This was it.

      “All fleet vessels, disengage and retreat to Mars Base 2. Repeat, disengage and make for Mars Base 2,” Dryker said, licking his lips. He closed his eyes. “We’ve lost this battle. Save what you can. Good luck, all.”

      Dryker went cold, staggering back to his chair. He sat heavily, drunkenly. The order he’d just given was suicidal. There was no disengaging from an enemy fleet that had you surrounded. Attempting to flee meant running the entire enemy gauntlet. The Void Wraith would wipe out nearly every ship that tried, and the handful that survived would have nowhere to go. They could live in-system, but they’d never reach the Helios Gate. The Void Wraith would keep them trapped here until they felt like dealing with them.

      A single tear slid down Dryker’s cheek. Juliard wept softly behind him.
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      Fizgig stalked back and forth across her bridge, attention focused on the holo of the battle. It showed the Tigris fleet, most of the internal fighting done now.

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Khar said, his face shimmering into view in the corner of the holo. “We’ve completed the retaking of my vessel. All enemy forces are down. I’m pleased to say that only one in five succumbed to the Void Wraith. The rest of us stand fast. We are moving to reinforce the humans line, unless you have new orders.”

      “Well done, Mighty Khar,” Fizgig replied, her tone conveying irritation. “This was my tactical error. I believed that re-wiring the harvesters would be enough to stop them from turning. I did not anticipate some of the crews going over to the enemy, and ordering their vessels to turn against us. But we must move forward. Reinforce the humans. Those stations must not fall.”

      “They will not, Mighty Fizgig. We will sell our lives in the the defense of this place,” Khar roared.

      She gave him the deep nod of a true equal. He’d come so far since he’d first arrived on her bridge the year before, even if he was impetuous.

      After a moment of apparent surprise, he returned her nod.

      Fizgig spoke into her comm, projecting the message to the entire fleet. “Warriors of Pride Leonis, hear me. Today we accomplish deeds our kits’ kits will sing of. Today we ride to the defense of the humans. Reinforce their line!”

      The Tigris flowed toward their enemies, like a pride of great cats moving silently through the high grasses. They slammed into the Void Wraith, devastating a swath of the flank. It relieved pressure on the human’s line, forcing the Void Wraith to pivot to deal with the Tigris.

      “What am I seeing? No. No, no, no!” Fizgig roared, smashing a paw into the wall next to the holo. This was it, the proof that Dryker had been implanted.

      She watched as the human defenders burst into motion, moving away from the relatively safety of the defense platforms. The 11th Fleet rushed into the Void Wraith jaws, the first wave dying almost instantly.

      Then a segment of the Void Wraith reserves flowed in from above. Their target was clear. They rushed at the defense platform, nimbly dodging its cannon fire as they streaked closer. A flurry of plasma balls formed between their wingtips, dozens of them streaking toward the station, then hundreds.

      If the station worked like the Tigris’s, it harnessed Earth’s magnetic field to power its shields. However they worked, the first several volleys of Void Wraith fire washed over a green forcefield, like pebbles into a pond.

      On the third volley, several shots made it through, scoring the station’s immense armor. The fourth volley set the entire station aflame, and it began plummeting from orbit toward the continent below.

      Fizgig panned her holo back, watching the entire battle. The humans of the 11th Fleet were flinging themselves into death. The Primo had wiped themselves out, with only Celendra’s First Light remaining, and that adding to their enemy’s strength. The Tigris were the only significant force remaining, but they were outnumbered five to one.

      Fizgig recognized something she’d never seen before, a situation she had often inflicted on others: she saw defeat. There was simply no path to victory, no matter what they attempted. And they hadn’t yet engaged the Eye itself. Should she order the Tigris to fall back, retreating to some corner of the galaxy where they might be able to wait out the Eradication?

      “Mighty Fizgig,” her weapons officer called. Fizgig’s head snapped up, and she refocused on the battle.

      All along the right flank of the enemy, fleet harvesters were exploding. Blue light streaked down on them from high orbit, an immense shadow floating into the battle. The Primo had been as good as their word about the undetectable cloaking system. She’d been running continuous scans—as had their enemies, no doubt. Yet no one had detected that ship until it began firing into the battle.

      “Finally,” Fizgig said, giving a very undignified purr. The Forge had joined the battle.
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      Nolan stared in awe as they fell away from the Forge, their harvester made tiny by comparison. Hundreds of plasma bolts streaked from its cannons, most finding targets in the first volley. The weapons were slower, but had longer range and more punch. The fact that the Forge was able to get the drop on its opponents was devastating.

      The entire Void Wraith outer line collapsed, dozens of vessels detonating in rapid succession. The next line began to cloak, scattering like a flock of pigeons avoiding a hawk. They had no idea that the Forge could track their movements, and it continued a steady stream of fire. Harvesters took evasive action, many outrunning the cannons.

      Then bays began to open all along the bottom of the Forge. Dozens of them. Nolan had once seen bats fly out from under a bridge in Texas when he’d been a kid. They’d seemed endless, and so did the drones that the Forge belched into combat now. They were smaller, sleeker versions of the ones used by modern carriers. What was more, they could cloak.

      They shimmered from sight, emerging to strike the Void Wraith in vast swarms. They were faster than harvesters, and maybe one-tenth the size. Their single plasma cannons scored engines and wingtips, destroying a target’s ability to fight. By themselves, the drones were little more than annoyances; as a swarm, they demonstrated a lethality Nolan had never witnessed.

      They flowed around their targets like piranha, blowing up vessel after vessel. Nolan grinned, then shifted his attention to the larger battle. Their arrival had thrown the Void Wraith into chaos, but two of the three remaining orbital defense platforms were under heavy assault. Both were severely damaged, and one was already drifting down Earth’s gravity well. If it fell, it was going to make one hell of a splash in the Pacific.

      Khar’s laughing voice came over his ship’s comm. “Mighty Nolan!” A tiny face appeared in his holo, and it looked different than the last time Nolan had seen it. Khar had painted his armor, even adding a ropey lion’s mane. “You are a welcome sight, my friend.”

      “Good to see you, Khar. Who’s in command? We need to get this fight under control,” Nolan said, still watching the battle unfold. The Tigris were taking a pounding, and the 11th was crumbling. They were fleeing into the Void Wraith ranks, trying to escape. A few made it to safety, mostly due to the arrival of the Forge.

      A new voice spoke on the comm. “Mighty Fizgig speaks for all prides. She is our commander, human. Not you.” A second figure appeared in the bottom center of the holodisplay. It was also an Alpha, and like Khar had been painted to mimic a Tigris. This one was a spotted Jaguar.

      “Peace, Carnifex.” Fizgig’s face appeared on the bottom right of Nolan’s holo. “Nolan is my protégé, and trust me when I say you’ve no wish to meet him on the field of battle. He’s been on a mission to recover the behemoth that is currently terrorizing our enemy. If we are able to defeat the Eye, it will be because of him.”

      “Why was I not told of this?” Carnifex asked, but the heat had left his voice.

      “Because of spies, fool,” Fizgig snapped, immediately regretting the lapse. She moderated her tone. “Apologies for keeping you in ignorance, Mighty Carnifex. But we lack the time to debate this. We must come up with a plan to win, or we must use this respite to flee.”

      “As you can see,” Nolan began, sending a feed of the giant golden sphere that had exited the sun. “We’ve harnessed the Helios Gate as a defensive tool. All damaged and civilian vessels can shelter there. I’d encourage you to have your people do the same, if they’re in a position where they can’t fight any longer.”

      “Done,” Fizgig said, nodding to a dark-furred comm tech behind her. The tech began quietly relaying orders. “What about the Eye? Do we have a means of killing it?”

      “Possibly,” Nolan said, hesitantly. He didn’t want to deliver false hope. “The Forge is tearing up the enemy fleet on its way to the the Eye now. But there are a few other tasks we need to deal with.”

      “Dryker,” Fizgig growled, eyes narrowing to slits.

      “And Mendez,” Nolan said, nodding. “If there’s any chance you can take Dryker alive we have the means to cure him. Kathryn and I are after Mendez as we speak. The Forge will support your vessels until you can fall back into the Helios Sphere.”

      “There is something you must see,” Fizgig said, frowning. “This footage was beamed by the 14th Fleet. It shows the Eye’s current location.”

      Nolan was transfixed by the terrible footage. It showed the Eye over Asia, a sea of blue tendrils extending from its open iris. It appeared to be sucking up things from the surface, and it wasn’t much of a stretch to guess what the Eye was feeding on. Millions must already be dead. Possibly billions.

      “Manda, are you monitoring the connection?” Nolan asked. The thought came suddenly, but given the Primo’s technical superiority it was very likely they had the means of listening in.

      “Yes, Captain Nolan,” Manda said, her face appearing next to the others. “The footage you were just broadcast shows something vital. The Eye is vulnerable, if we can reach it in time. With the iris open, we can fire our temporal cannon at its unprotected inner eye. We can end this.”
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      The Steadfast had cloaked, passing silently through the Void Wraith ranks. Dryker made for the moon’s nadir, staying in her shadow. He was close enough to monitor chatter, but far enough away that he’d likely avoid scans. He was under no illusion about what was going to happen now that the Forge had arrived. The Void Wraith ranks were getting chewed up, giving the Tigris breathing room.

      As soon as Fizgig had breathing room she’d be coming for him, then Celendra. Dryker knew from the Eight-Year War that Fizgig was an implacable enemy, one that would hunt you across the galaxy, for years if necessary. She’d be coming for him now, and his best defense was stealth. That wouldn’t fool her forever, but it would fool her long enough to give her another target.

      Celendra’s carrier was a big, shiny target. If Fizgig couldn’t find him, then she’d likely settle for Celendra. That bought him time, which he could use to formulate a new plan, though what that plan might be eluded him. For the first time, the possibility of the Eye’s defeat seemed real, but he wasn’t sure how he could either help or hinder it. He’d lost his credibility with the fleet by making his last order, so he doubted they’d obey another.

      Even if they would, the second he broadcast one, Fizgig would know where he was. His only chance of survival was waiting silently. So that was what he did, watching as the battle continued to unfold.
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      Hundreds of millions of humans were sucked in by the tendrils of light, dropped into a digestive soup already forming inside the Eye. They died near instantly, their genetic matter distilled into a usable form. It was the most pleasurable experience the Eye could partake in, something to savor. Yet this experience was rushed, and the Eye had a dilemma.

      Not even thousands of thoughtlines provided sufficient clarify. Should it continue feeding? Or deal with the newly arrived Forge? Based on the vessel’s current speed, and the resistance it was meeting from the Void Wraith, the Eye was nearly certain that it could keep the enemy at bay long enough to finish feeding.

      For a being to whom time was nearly meaningless, the next ninety seconds were of vital importance. The Eye weighed the possibilities, and chose to take the infinitesimally small chance that the Forge could both get to it in time and do enough damage to kill it. It continued to feed, sucking in tens of millions of humans.

      The central cities were empty now, and it had further split each blue tendril into ten smaller ones. Those smaller ones darted between human settlements, each one sucking up hundreds of thousands over the space of a few seconds. Already, the Eye had begun to digest the first humans it had ingested. Already, new thoughtlines were possible.

      It continued to feed, exalting in the fresh knowledge, fresh power. Thoughtlines were detached to monitor the approaching Primo vessel, and to keep it apprised of the military battle. Its fleets had been severely damaged by the Forge’s arrival, but still dramatically outnumbered their opponents. Unfortunately, those opponents had retreated within the Helios Sphere.

      Only the tightly compact Tigris fleet remained outside the protective Sphere, and they were tearing apart the Void Wraith in their sector. They fought with a tenacity and ferocity that the Eye found surprising. Certainly, the Primo had never demonstrated that kind of fervor. They’d been pragmatic, even in the face of their certain extinction.

      That caused a stray thoughtline, lamenting what had happened to Tigrana. So much biomass wasted in a pointless orbital bombardment. Still, the Eye had feasted on Jaguara, and that had given it a taste of Tigris cunning. It cut off that thoughtline, returning its focus to the task at hand. It needed seventy-eight more seconds to depopulate this hemisphere.

      The Tigris were pushing through the Void Wraith line, the Void Wraith buckling as the Forge delivered another barrage. Several Tigris harvesters darted out from the main body, toward the last Primo vessel, the one commanded by vessel Celendra.
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      The First Light shuddered under another railgun impact, and Celendra barely caught herself against the railing.

      “Shield down to twelve percent,” Jaranta said, staring worriedly at the small crack in the dome above them.

      “Order all drones to assault the lead vessel,” Celendra said, making a risky decision. It was their only chance of survival. “All power to the engines. Make for the Helios Gate.”

      Running was dangerous, but in this instance it was the right choice. Drones pivoted from their targets, zipping over to the lead pursuer, a human destroyer. The vessel fired round after round, most from its smaller railguns. Then the main gun spoke, and the First Light shuddered again. Another crack spread across the dome.

      The drones answered in kind, savaging the destroyer’s engines. The ship slowed, its smaller cannons rotating to engage the new threats. The First Light continued to accelerate, opening a gap between itself and the destroyer. It was now far enough away that there was no way for a human vessel to catch them.

      “Our last drone has been destroyed,” Jaranta said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Massive damage to over eighty percent of the ship. The First Light may never fly again, after this day.”

      That saddened Celendra. She’d spent six decades aboard the First Light, four as her Voice. This place was more than a ship; it was a home. Home to a culture that was about to disappear forever. It ate at her that she’d been subverted by the enemy, but at least some tiny part of the Primo would survive the day. They could make it safely to the Helios Gate, where they could find somewhere to refit.

      Celendra was shocked when three harvesters materialized off the prow. She stared out the dome at the one directly above, powerless to stop the immense ball of blue plasma gathering between the wing tips.

      She knew who it was. It could be no one else. Fizgig had come to administer justice. Not vengeance—this wouldn’t be personal. It was an unpleasant task that the Tigris would perform dutifully.

      Celendra gave a beatific smile, willing the comm to open a channel to the harvester. “Thank you for releasing me, Fizgig.”

      Three balls of plasma shot into the bridge. Celendra died in the second impact, vaporized by the blast that tore apart the First Light and ended the Primo’s mighty fleet.
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      “Ship, engage the enhanced cloaking system,” Nolan ordered, walking the last half-dozen paces into the harvester’s shuttle bay. The harvester itself was still inside the Forge’s shuttle bay, sheltered from the battle raging outside.

      “You sure that thing’s going to work, sir?” Hannan asked, quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear. Annie and Kathryn were laughing at something Edwards had said, not far from the crackling blue energy curtain on the far side of the hangar.

      “No,” Nolan admitted. He met her gaze, taking a stealth belt from the wall and buckling it on. “The only proof we have is that it seemed to work for the Forge when we arrived in system. Will it work for us, too? Hopefully we don’t find out the hard way that it doesn’t.”

      “I still feel like we should be going after Dryker,” Hannan said, eyeing him sidelong as they walked toward the others.

      “You’re saying that because we owe the old man,” Nolan said, eyeing her back without giving an inch. “You’re loyal, like me. He doesn’t deserve this, especially knowing that we can save him.” Nolan nodded toward Kathryn for emphasis.

      “So why are we here? Couldn’t some of the Tigris take out Mendez?” Hannan asked, but with less heat in her voice.

      “Do you really want to trust someone else to do this?” Nolan snapped, letting the stress get to him. “Listen, Hannan. Fizgig will take care of Dryker—you have my word on that. But we have a job to do. Mendez commands the Void Wraith. Stop him, and we stop the Void Wraith. Doing that will save countless lives, and not just on Earth.”

      “I know.” Hannan looked away, rejoining the others.

      Nolan dropped back half a step, waiting until Hannan had reached the others before speaking. He used his best parade voice. “Uh-ten-tion.”

      There was a half-second of stunned silence, and then the entire squad snapped to order. They held a perfect salute, every last one of them.

      “At ease,” Nolan said, noting that while they dropped the salute, most still stood at attention. “I know we’re generally lax on discipline. We get the job done, whatever it takes. There’s not usually a need for the structures we had to deal with in the UFC. But today that need is there. We’re going in to do the most important thing we can for this war effort. If we succeed, we could shut down the Void Wraith fleet.

      “The plan is simple. As we speak, this vessel has just departed the Forge and is now headed toward the Eye. Ladies and Gentlemen, we are going to land on the surface. We are going to find Admiral Mendez, and we are going to neutralize him.” Nolan paused, scanning their faces. They were still listening, accepting what he was saying without question or reservation. That mattered more than he’d ever be able to express.

      “We’re using the sample taken from the larva in Kathryn to locate Mendez, somewhere on the Eye’s backside. Edwards will carry that Primo medbed into the cave where we think he’s hiding,” Nolan continued. He paused again, meeting Kathryn’s gaze. “If possible, we take him alive. The medbed can purge the larva in less than two minutes. If the Void Wraith fleets have been programmed to obey Mendez directly, then he might still be able to control them.”

      “Meaning he could force them to stand down, or turn on each other,” Kathryn added. The others looked at her, and she raised an eyebrow at Nolan. He nodded, so she continued. “Worst case, we remove the enemy commander. Best case, we steal their fleet and use it against them.”

      “Sir,” Edwards boomed, “I just gotta say, I really like your lady’s style.” He made a cocking noise, and mimed chambering a round in his assault rifle.

      “We’re landing on that thing?” Annie asked, blinking. Then she reached into her pocket and withdrew her can of chew. “You’re nuts, Nolan. Have been since the first day you saved my bacon. Kathryn, if you supported this, you’re nuts too. Still, it’s good to have you back.”

      Kathryn lit up, something in Annie’s words touching her deeply. “Thank you, Annie. It’s damned good to be back. What we’re doing might seem a little crazy, but it’s Nolan. He’s pulled off bigger stunts. We’ll get through this.”

      “Ship, how long until we make planetfall?” Nolan asked, trying not to preen too much over the obvious flattery.

      Hannan rolled her eyes, and Izzy just stood there looking confused by their behavior.

      “Fourteen minutes,” Ship replied.

      “Can you project a holo down here?”

      “Yes, what would you like to see?” Ship said, pleasantly.

      “Show us the battle,” Nolan ordered.

      A hologram sprang up about half a dozen feet away, displaying the planet below. Hundreds of ships massed; above it all, the Forge cut a path toward the Eye. Their harvester had already outdistanced the Forge, wheeling silently past the combat. None of the Void Wraith reacted to their presence, suggesting that the improved cloaking worked.

      “Dear god,” Nolan muttered, eyes widening as the holo gave him the first glance of the Eye.
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      Manda smiled grimly, guiding her hoverchair closer to the tactical holomap at the center of the war coliseum. All seven of her advisors were present, each relaying instructions to the repair drones throughout the ship. Those drones were both their armada and the means by which they’d keep the catastrophic damage  in check. The Void Wraith weren’t much, individually, but enough of them together were a real threat.

      She glanced at the cloud of vessels retreating into the Helios Sphere, confident that they’d be safe for the moment. Manda turned her attention to the course ahead, watching as the holo shifted to show the planet’s curvature. They were in low orbit, as was the Eye itself. It was using the planet to screen itself for as long as possible, of that Manda had no doubt.

      The ship shuddered as something got past the cannons. Whatever the impact had been, it was close enough to the war room to be of concern. Nor was she the only one to think so. Her advisors exchanged nervous looks.

      “Time until we have a clear shot on the Eye?” Manda asked, watching with satisfaction as a combination of drones and plasma fire cleared the path for them.  Yet, as quickly as they destroyed them, the Void Wraith kept filling in the gap, selling themselves to buy the Eye time.

      The stalling tactic was a costly one, as harvester after harvester blew up in a cloud of debris. Still, they didn’t die quietly.

      “Damage estimates, Daughter?” She turned to Elvu, her youngest prodigy. Elvu’s parents had protested when she’d joined Manda, even more so when Elvu came to see Manda as a mother figure. It was a sentiment she heartily returned.

      “We’ve lost fourteen percent of our cannons, and roughly twenty-seven percent of the surface has been damaged. A number of hangars are offline, and quite a few drone bays have been destroyed,” Elvu said, sending the metrics to Manda’s data comp. The personal computer was part of the contact she wore in her left eye, and it displayed the data in the lower corner. “As you can see, our ability to fight has not been significantly impacted, and we should reach the Eye in approximately thirty-two seconds.”

      “What’s the charge on the temporal cannon?” Manda asked, turning to a bespectacled Primo with age-mottled skin. The professor was still sharp, though.

      “We anticipated the rough moment we’d need the weapon, so we began charging it over a minute ago,” Professor Lanur explained. “It will be ready to fire in forty-eight seconds.”

      Manda nodded, clasping her hands atop one knee as she watched the planet below. They were passing over a wide expanse of blue, a massive ocean larger than her entire home world. In the distance, the Eye became visible, hovering near the planet’s atmosphere. Its sickly blue tendrils scoured the land beneath it, and Manda had to steel herself to prevent losing her breakfast.

      “By the Core,” Elvu whispered. The silence on the bridge carried the words.

      “Line up your shot, Lanur,” Manda ordered, mouth firming into a tight line. “This is the last atrocity the Eye will ever commit.”

      The Void Wraith had grown frantic, some actually ramming the Forge’s engines in an attempt to slow them. The ship shuddered, but continued inexorably forward. Their cannon fire never slackened, turning the defending Void Wraith into a sea of flaming wreckage. The volume of it was immense, and she’d seen what that could do to a world. It would rain down over the next several years, wreaking havoc on the world below—if there was anyone left alive to see it.

      “Manda,” Elvu cried, pointing.

      Manda already saw it. Perhaps the Eye had panicked, or maybe it had finished feeding. Whatever the reason, the tendrils of light began to dissipate. After several moments, the blueish glow coming from inside the Eye sputtered and went out. Then a thick membrane began to slide from the open edges of the Eye.

      “Elvu, how long until that thing closes?” Manda asked. Elvu was their mathematician, and could most quickly make use of the data.

      “Seventeen seconds,” Elvu replied in a somber tone. “Time to temporal cannon is nineteen seconds.”

      “Lanur, you know what’s at stake. I need two seconds,” Manda demanded, turning her chair to the scientist.

      “I make no promises,” the professor muttered, bending to his lap console. His fingers flew across the screen with the ease of a lifelong typist, a dying art form in her time.
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      Hannan loved horror holos; she had since she was a kid. The idea of a bunch of Marines invading a giant Eye seemed exciting…until she was the Marine doing it.

      “This place has a breathable atmosphere,” Kathryn said, surprise evident in her tone. She looked up at Nolan, mostly avoiding eye contact with the rest of the squad.

      Hannan couldn’t blame her. Kathryn knew they didn’t trust her, and she knew they were right not to.

      Hannan was still trying to get a handle on the woman. On the one hand, there was the natural antagonism from the time when Kathryn had been an enemy. She’d screwed them more than once, and Nolan had usually gotten caught in the crossfire. Hannan was more than a little overprotective of the captain; she knew that. He was like the smart little brother she had to keep out of trouble now and again.

      On the other hand, Kathryn was clearly competent. Not just at the field agent crap OFI operatives were supposed to know, but she was the kind of canny fighter you wanted at your back when you were in the thick of things. She took orders well, but also had the initiative to make smart calls when it made sense to do so. In short, she was officer material. And they needed officers.

      “Any idea why?” Hannan asked Kathryn, more to show the woman she wasn’t being ignored than because she wanted to know the answer.

      Kathryn looked up in surprise, licking her lips before she spoke. “I’m almost positive I don’t want to know the real answer. The only reason for this thing to have atmosphere is for the Eye to support some sort of life.”

      “I seriously doubt it’s trying to support anything we want to meet,” the captain said, resting the barrel of his rifle against his shoulder. “Be prepared for a firefight. If I were the Eye, I’d have all sorts of nasty little minions between us and Mendez.”

      The harvester touched down lightly, and the airlock doors slid open. The energy curtain was still in place, giving the surrounding landscape a blueish tinge. It didn’t look all that different than other worlds, except that the rocks were bleached white. Lena or Atrea could probably have told her why that was, but they’d been left behind at the Helios Gate.

      That part made sense, but leaving Izzy behind too had been a blow. Hannan would much rather have had Izzy with them. She was a canny fighter, and the only real replacement for Mills that the squad had ever had. She was a part of their crew, Tigris or not.

      The energy curtain flickered out, and Hannan’s ears popped when the pressure equalized. She blinked away the pain, trotting down the rapidly extending ramp, and reached the bleached rock about the same time as the ramp, the others following.

      Hannan gestured for Annie to take point, then for Nolan and Kathryn to flank Edwards. The big bot was struggling under the bulky weight of the Primo medbed, but if Kathryn’s plan was workable that effort would more than pay for itself. In the meantime they needed to protect Edwards, though, so Hannan took up the rear, completing the box around him.

      They trotted across the landscape, following a little black device the captain was carrying. He took regular readings, the Primo device chirping more loudly as they approached a small hill not far from the ship. It was flanked by far larger mountains, with nothing to distinguish it from surrounding hills. Smart. The first line of defense was obscurity, and the Void Wraith had clearly leveraged that here.

      The gravity was considerably lighter than Earth, and since they weren’t burdened with bulky EVA suits they were flying across the terrain. Their little group—especially Edwards—sent up a large cloud of chalky dust. That made Hannan nervous, and she scanned the hillsides continuously for snipers. There were a lot of good spots to hide.

      They pressed on, getting closer and closer to the cave. On the ridge above her, something flashed. Hannan stopped dead, snapping her rifle up. She stared down the scope, a UFC model bolted onto the Primo chassis.

      “Sir, I’ve got movement on the ridge above. Little critters, I’d guess. About three feet tall. They’re hopping through the rocks up on the ridge to the south east, about two clicks out.” Hannan dropped the rifle, sprinting after the others.

      “Noted,” the captain replied, the word punctuated by the sharp exhalation of a runner at full speed. “We’ll have to chance them coming after us. I’d estimate half a click to the cave.”

      “Looks like there’s something organic inside, like a hive of some kind,” Kathryn panted raggedly. Hannan glanced at the woman, but other than her breathing she was keeping pace just fine. Her stamina was probably off from being so long in the freezer.

      There was silence as they closed the last few hundred meters. Hannan could see the cave now, a dark impression that would be easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. Inside, she spotted the brown crap Kathryn had mentioned. It plastered the walls, the ceiling, and the floor, completely coating the tunnel and giving off a smell that made her want to retch.

      “Edwards, as soon as you reach that door, I want you to drop that medbed and light that corridor up,” Hannan ordered, giving once last glance over her shoulder. It didn’t look like the creatures had gotten any closer. “Double-time it, Marine.”

      Edwards broke into a sprint, vaulting boulders the rest of them had to run around. He made incredible time, reaching the door a good fifteen seconds before the rest of the squad. He immediately activated his plasma sword, using the weapon like a cutting torch. It sank into the membrane, and he sliced downward. The material was evidently super tough, as he’d just barely finished the first cut when they arrived.

      Hannan pivoted, shifting to watch their rear and flanks while Edwards finished his work. She kept her rifle at the ready, scanning the horizon for any sign of the creatures.

      “Contact,” the captain yelled, firing several shots at the rocks above. A sharp squeal of pain echoed down, then the sounds of several somethings skittering through the rocks.

      Hannan walked backwards away from the membrane, scanning the rocks above. She spotted one briefly, but it took cover behind a boulder before she could get a clean shot.

      “Okay, Sarge, we’re good to go,” Edwards called.

      Hannan glanced briefly in his direction, seeing the flap of skin-like material crumple to the ground. In its wake, it left a hole leading into a misty tunnel. It looked like a goddamned roach nest.

      Then a flood of chittering insect-like creatures came swarming out. They scuttled across the ground—a foot tall, with a multitude of legs, and large stingers attached to their tails. There had to be dozens of them.

      The moment the first one emerged, the creatures in the rocks above fled, scampering higher and making frightened yelps.

      Great, she thought. This just keeps getting better.

      “Focus your fire,” Hannan barked over the comm, aiming a controlled burst at the first bug. It went down in a spray of green ichor, the bugs around it scattering with annoyed screeches.

      The captain took out another bug, then Kathryn added her fire. Annie took slow deliberate aim, then fired as well. Their combined fire wasn’t enough. The bodies of the dead disappeared under the flood of bugs behind it, dozens becoming hundreds. Their awful scuttling echoed down into the tunnel.

      Then Edward stepped forward. He aimed his cannon at the bugs, and a burst of blue plasma exploded in their mist. The blast took out half a dozen, and the rock debris killed several more.

      “Keep firing, Edwards,” Hannan gasped, heart pounding. She backpedaled. “Everyone else, slow walk backwards. Pick off any that get past Edwards.”

      The others began backing slowly away, as Edwards fired another volley. More bugs went down, but the host had nearly reached their front line. Edwards fired again, scattering the ones around his feet. More replaced them, and began stabbing at his metal legs with their stingers. Hannan expected them to bounce off the tough metal, but to her horror the first stinger slid into Edward’s right foot. Another hit the left, and one jumped up to his arm.

      “Help Edwards,” Hannan called. Shifting her aim, she picked off the bug on his arm.

      The captain took another off the leg, and Kathryn got one that had reached Edwards’s shoulder. Annie kept firing at the ones making it past Edwards, trying to keep them at bay. One of the bugs dodged Annie’s shot, then bounded forward with incredible speed. It leapt at her, and Annie toppled to her back under its way. She gave a curse, trying to force the creature away.

      Hannan shifted the barrel of her rifle, but she wasn’t fast enough. The stinger came down, piercing Annie’s thigh and pinning her leg to the ground. Annie gave a shriek of pain, planting her barrel against the thing’s jaw. She pulled the trigger, spraying her armor with more green ichor. The body twitched and flopped atop her, finally going still.

      “Sarge, they’re falling back,” Edwards called, taking another potshot at the fleeing bugs. “Looks like they don’t like plasma too much.”

      “It’s like they received a signal, probably from something bigger inside,” Nolan said, frowning at the bugs. He moved to Annie’s side, kneeling next to her. “Kathryn, can you take a look at this?”

      Kathryn moved to Annie’s side, withdrawing a portable med kit. She set it on the rock next to her, then took a look at Annie’s leg. “I can pull it out, but there’s going to be a lot of bleeding. We’ll need to cauterize the wound, on both sides of the leg. That’s easy enough, but she won’t be able to walk for a few days.”

      “That’s no big deal,” Annie said, teeth gritted in pain. She reached into her uniform, withdrawing the flask Hannan wasn’t supposed to know about, but did. She took a mouthful, grimacing as she swallowed. “Just pull it out. Just because I can’t walk don’t mean I can’t fight. You prop me up against those rocks over there, and I’ll keep those critters at bay while you’re in that damned nest. I’m happier than you know not goin’ inside.”

      Kathryn yanked the stinger free. Hannan winced at Annie’s hoarse scream.
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      “Temporal cannon ready to fire in twelve seconds,” Elvu said, eyes fixed on her lap comm.

      “Lanur, open fire the instant the cannon is ready,” Manda ordered, hands still balled into fists. Her claws dug into her palms, the pain somehow grounding her.

      It would come down to a single second. Lanur had found a way to pull more power from the rest of the ship, but he couldn’t promise a full two seconds. He could only promise one, and theorize that two was possible.

      The Forge’s cannons continued to fire as their vessel sailed closer to the Eye. The Void Wraith were still thick in the system, most between them and the Eye. Destroying them didn’t matter, as long as they were kept at bay long enough for the main cannon to fire. It was their greatest weapon, conceived and improved within the Birthplace. They’d spent centuries making the weapon as lethal as possible.

      It harnessed entropy itself, one of the sole constants in the universe. The beam would unmake anything, breaking it down through the ravages of time. But the Eye was beyond ancient. What did time matter to a creature like that? They’d never used the temporal cannon on the Eye, but their projections suggested it couldn’t do enough damage to the Eye’s outer membrane.

      “Four seconds,” Elvu said, the strain in her voice evident.

      Those final moments were a blur. Manda watched as the iris continued to contract, drawing closer and closer to covering the entire eye. The entire vessel thrummed as the cannon came online, then a tremendous white light burst from the Forge. It poured forth in a continuous stream, lightning crackling around the surface of the Eye for miles around the blast.

      Then the cannon ceased. Manda watched the enhanced footage of the area their shot had hit. Her shoulders sagged.

      “We failed,” Elvu said, her body wracked by a sob.

      Manda willed her chair closer to the hologram, studying the area they’d hit. The blast had created an immense crater in the iris, but she didn’t know how deep it ran.

      “Elvu,” Manda said, firmly but not without empathy. She waited until the girl looked up. “Find out how much damage we did. Is there a hole in the iris? Even a small one might be enough.”

      “One moment,” Elvu said, sniffling. She bent to her lap console, tapping furiously. “Scanning now. It looks like there is no hole, but the crater penetrates nearly twelve miles. When the iris was retracting we scanned it, and estimate the density somewhere around thirteen. We’re probably very close to penetrating. Another shot—”

      “We don’t have time for another shot,” Manda said, sighing heavily.

      Something slammed into the side of the vessel, the room rocking from the impact. Then something else. Many somethings. The Void Wraith were ramming them by the dozen, detonating their drives at the moment of impact. They were becoming improvised—but highly effective—missiles.

      “Damage report,” she demanded.

      “Not good,” Elvu replied. She scanned another screen of data. “We’ve lost almost half our cannons, and the left engine has taken damage. They’ve also begun assaulting the temporal cannon. There’s no way it will survive long enough for another shot.”

      A console flared and died, then the main hologram flickered. The damage must be severe, to be affecting power. They had dozens of redundant systems. There was no way they could take much more of this.

      “Open a channel to the the commanders of the Tigris, and the humans,” Manda ordered. She floated down next to Elvu, putting a comforting hand on the girl’s shoulder.
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      “Captain Nolan, this is Elvu of the Primo,” a crisp, almost British voice spoke into the comm. Only a few people could reach him directly, but Manda was one of them; this message was coming from her ship.

      “What do you need, Elvu?” he asked, moving closer to Edwards’s lumbering form. The Alpha had turned on a floodlight on one shoulder, which provided most of the light they were using. They could probably have stuck to their goggles, but the bugs seemed to dislike the light.

      “Stand by for Primo Manda.” Elvu’s answer was businesslike.

      “Captain Nolan, we have a dilemma,” Manda began.

      “Kind of busy down here,” Nolan said, his voice raising half an octave as he gunned down a bug that had crept from cover. It had been gathering itself to jump, and he didn’t want to find out just how painful getting stabbed was—not after seeing what had happened to Annie.

      “This is critical. Our temporal cannon failed to penetrate the iris,” Manda said.

      Nolan cursed under his breath, following Hannan as she guided them deeper into the tunnel. It sloped down, the mist swirling in little eddies that made some areas denser than others. It was in those clouds that the bugs seemed to be hiding, maybe to avoid the light. The tunnel was a good twenty to thirty feet wide, though, leaving a lot of shadows along the rocky ceiling.

      “Keep eyes above us,” Nolan called.

      “Excuse me?” Manda asked, over the comm.

      “I’m sorry, Manda, I’m multitasking. We’re in a combat situation.” Nolan continued up the corridor, careful not to fall behind the others. He had a feeling these things would take advantage of anyone who got separated from the main group.

      “Then I’ll keep this brief. We need a plan, or the Forge is going to be destroyed. We need another two minutes to charge the cannon, and it’s not going to last two minutes.” Manda’s tone was annoyed, but didn’t convey the gravity of the situation. If this didn’t panic her, Nolan didn’t want to know what would.

      Nolan thumbed a button on his comm, adding three more people to the conversation. “Fizgig, Izzy, Khar, are you all with us?”

      “Yes, Mighty Nolan,” Khar rumbled.

      “I can hear you,” Fizgig said, more than a tad crossly.

      “What do you need, Captain?” Izzy asked.

      Nolan gave it to them as quickly as he could. “We’re on the line with Manda, the Primo leader. They’re not going to be able to get through the iris, and unless we can come up with something pretty much right now, we’re about to get wiped out. Manda, how much damage did you inflict? Is there anything we can exploit?”

      “There is a cataract near the center of the iris. We penetrated almost all the way through, but the remaining iris is nearly a mile thick. Even nuclear weapons will do little damage,” Manda said, still with a note of mild irritation. “I could have the drones do strafing runs, but I doubt the defenders would let us get close. The Void Wraith are focusing their defense directly over the iris.”

      “They wouldn’t do enough damage,” Fizgig said. She sounded incredibly weary.

      “I have an idea, one I can promise you they will not much like,” Khar said, giving a booming laugh. “We have taken their weapons, why not also take their tactics? The Void Wraith are destroying the Forge by hurling vessels into it. You can see the damage each explosion causes.”

      “The amount of force released by a drive going critical is higher than most warheads,” Nolan said. He stumbled over a rock, catching himself against Kathryn. She steadied him, and he kept moving down the corridor. There was fire from ahead, as Hannan picked off another bug. “Khar’s right. If we hurl harvesters into that cataract, we can probably break through.”

      “Do you realize what you’re asking?” Fizgig asked. Her voice had gone soft.

      “Yes.” Nolan didn’t try to explain further. They both knew.

      “I will lead the charge,” Khar said, laughing again. “What does it matter if we die today, or in a decade? If we wish our kits to survive, then some of us must purchase that victory with our lives. I will call to all remaining harvesters among our forces. Fizgig, will you escort us in for our attack run?”

      “What will we do once the hole is open?” Izzy asked, her voice quiet but no longer timid. “It is unlikely the Forge will be able to fire its main cannon again.”

      “Manda, would it be possible to have the Helios Sphere overload somehow?” Nolan asked. He dropped to his knee, sighting down his scope into a mist cloud where he’d seen movement. He waited till he saw it again, then cored the bug with a shot from his rifle.

      “I believe so,” Manda replied. There was an explosion in the background as she spoke. “I think I see where you’re going with this. If we can get the Helios Ship inside the Eye, it can generate a massive wave of radiation. I don’t know for certain that it will kill the Eye, but at the very least I doubt the Eye will like it much.”

      “Khar, will you do this for your people?” Fizgig asked, her voice deadly quiet.

      “With great relish, Mighty Fizgig. This day will be sung of until our people are dust among the stars, and I will have its most pivotal role. Every mother will name her next son after me, Khar of Pride Leonis,” Khar said. “I shall taunt that weakling Carnifex into joining me in glorious death. We’ll clear a path, and create the opening Izzy needs.”

      Nolan snapped his rifle up, gunning down a bug that had been trying to get the drop on him. Its stinger passed inches from his face as the body plummeted past him to the rocky floor. Nolan took a deep breath. “Good luck, everyone.”
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      Khar was elated. He lounged in his captain’s chair, a special one made to accommodate an Alpha. He would die this day, but his sacrifice would buy a future for his people. There was no better way for a Tigris to end his life. No higher honor. He was fortunate indeed.

      “Leonis, Jaguara, Fizgig,” Khar roared into the comm. “I speak to all. Any aboard a harvester willing to take up the call. The Eye now has a weakness, one we can exploit. We must cut a path to the coordinates I’m sending you. Once there, we will overcharge our fusion reactors. Our drives must be set to go critical as we impact with the Eye’s weakened iris. Our sacrifice will create a hole, and our people will strike. The Eye will die, and the Tigris will live on.”

      “Mighty Khar,” came back a chorus of roars, mostly from Leonis captains he recognized. Most of Pride Fizgig took up the call as well, though few of Jaguara.

      “To victory,” Khar bellowed, then deactivated his comm, moderating his tone. “Ship, I want you to plot an evasive course to the coordinates provided. Proceed cautiously, and make sure we do not get separated from the main body. We are stronger together.”

      “Of course, Mighty Khar,” the vessel responded in a pleasant male voice.

      The ship accelerated, bringing up the holodisplay of the battle without Khar needing to ask. Dozens of Tigris vessels, mostly harvesters, had gathered for the assault. Even a few Jaguara joined, though the bulk of that pride still hung back. Khar considered taunting Carnifex, but if his speech hadn’t roused the cat to action, nothing would.

      Khar focused on those vessels that had responded, tapping furiously on his console. Commanding this way wasn’t much different than handling gunnery for a single vessel. The harvesters themselves handled most of the math, so all he needed to do was move ships to an evenly distributed cone pattern.

      That pattern pierced the Void Wraith line like a spike; supporting fire from the Forge drove it deeper into enemy ranks. They began pushing toward the Eye, but the closer they came, the more furious the battle. Eventually things were so chaotic that Khar could only focus on his own vessel.

      The ship rolled around plasma fire, narrowing dodging another ball as a trio of enemy ships tried to end him. His ship returned fire, but the lead opponent dodged. Another Tigris harvester capitalized on the move, adding a plasma ball of its own. That knocked out their enemy’s shields, and Khar’s ship finished it off with another blast.

      Deeper and deeper they pushed, though the cost was staggeringly high. Khar tried not to focus too much on the red casualty list scrolling up the side of the holo. If they succeeded in creating a hole no sacrifice was too high.

      Their lines began to falter, and the Tigris fell back slightly. The Forge had lost most of its cannons, and the support fire was now anemic. The Void Wraith were turning the tide, and there wasn’t a damned thing Khar could do about it.

      “Mighty Khar,” Carnifex’s voice came over the comm. “I owe you the deepest of apologies. You are more than a fitting leader for the Leonis. You are an exemplary warrior, and I am pleased to fight at your side.”

      With that, dozens of Jaguara harvesters sailed into the fray, pushing back the Void Wraith once more. Khar gave an exultant whoop over the comm, his ship veering around an exploding harvester. He could see the scar below, the Eye growing larger as his ship approached it.

      The fire grew even thicker, and his harvester shuddered from multiple impacts. He heard screams in the distance as the left wing of the ship sheared away, spilling many of his troops into space. Khar grimly patted the arm of his chair. “Keep it together, ship.”

      They could no longer fire, but the ship itself was still a weapon. Khar smiled, rising from his chair. He spoke over the open comm. “Mighty Nolan, Mighty Fizgig, it has been an honor. Carnifex, I will clear the last of the ships in your way. Save our people.”

      Khar ordered the ship to impact with the closest enemy harvester, the enormous force of the blast tearing his ship apart.
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      Izzy took a deep breath, calming herself. She’d never been in charge of anything this important, but if she faltered, everyone she cared about would die. Worse, Fizgig would be disappointed. She turned to her bridge crew, such as it was. Lena sat at the Helios Sphere’s comm station, a bright yellow wall set with gems, dials, and a screen.

      Atrea sat at another station, running numbers for the final explosion. Her goal, she’d said, was to find a way to kill the Eye without them dying in the process. Izzy didn’t see how that was possible. She accepted that they were likely to die today, win or lose.

      Izzy seized the piloting controls in a death grip when she heard Khar’s words. She’d always liked him, enough that she would have tried to catch his eye had he not turned himself into a robot. His death, if it came today, would bring her a great deal of pain. In his honor, she would endure it stoically.

      “Attention, all vessels currently sheltering within our sphere,” Izzy began, speaking to hundreds of captains, mostly human. “The Helios Ship is needed in the fight, and it will not be safe for you to be with us. As you can see, the Tigris defense platforms have exited your sun. Make for them as a group, covering the human defense platforms until you link up. You should be safe, as long as you stay near the platforms.”

      The comm erupted with chatter. Lena looked panicked for a moment, but Izzy walked over and flicked the comm off. She rested a hand on Lena’s shoulder. “We have important work to be about. We can’t deal with their protests. I need you to keep me updated on Khar’s progress while I pilot us into the hole they create.”

      “Of course, Mighty Izzy,” Lena said, giving her a warm smile. Izzy could only blink at the title, smiling back when she realized it was true. She was, however briefly, a real captain.

      Izzy caught herself, returning her focus to the battle. She relaxed her grip on the controls, guiding the Helios Ship toward the Eye. It accelerated rapidly, reducing the massive sphere to a tiny shield that just barely covered the ship. Oddly, that ship was quite small, no more than two or three times the size of a harvester. She’d expected it to be much larger, given how large the Gate was when inside the core of a star.

      It eased into the wake of Khar’s passing, and she watched as he and the Jaguara blew apart the opposition. Their casualties were hideous, and only a dozen or so ships looked like they’d reach the Eye. Two defending vessels remained, and Izzy’s heart nearly leapt from her body when she saw Khar’s vessel move to intercept. He was missing a wing, but he charged them anyway.

      The force of his accelerated ship caused a massive detonation when he collided with the first vessel, and debris was flung in all directions. Some of that debris, most notably Khar’s other wing, sailed into the second ship. It slammed into the wing, causing a second explosion. When the plasma fires had cleared, all three vessels were gone. Only a cloud of debris remained.

      Izzy’s tail dropped to the floor, but she forced herself to keep watching. Carnifex and his ships accelerated. Her sensors detected that they’d begun the process of overloading their drives. They streaked toward the valley at the center of the wound in the iris, the first vessel slamming into it with a white flash. A second vessel did the same, then ten more in rapid succession.

      When the light had cleared enough for Izzy’s sensors to relay data, she let out a joyous little laugh. “They did it! There’s a hole. It’s large enough for us to pass through. We can end this, right now.”
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      Nolan moved more swiftly, now that the distraction of talking to Manda and the others had been dealt with. He understood why the call had been necessary, but surviving in this place was proving challenging enough as it was. He ducked past Edwards, taking aim at a larger bug than he’d seen before. This one was the size of a cow, and seemed to have evolved from the earlier critters. It too had a stinger and claws, but unlike the others it had a glowing blue hole between its eyes.

      He drew a bead on it, firing just as light began to gather around the glowing hole. His shot caught it right in the face, and the entire creature exploded, bathing the walls—and the party—with gore.

      “Eww,” Edwards said, wiping off a giant handful. “This stuff is gross.”

      “Suck it up, Marine,” Hannan said, wiping some from her cheek. She turned to Nolan. “Captain, any idea how close we’re getting?”

      “The scanner says we’re almost right on top of it,” Nolan said, frowning suddenly. “I was expecting an army of these things, but for the most part it looks like they’re falling back. I don’t want to walk into another trap.”

      “I have a theory that might explain that,” Kathryn said, smearing goop from her hair. “While I was part of, I guess what you might call the collective, I could sense a lot of the memories through the larva. I remember complex beings, things far beyond any human ability to comprehend. I didn’t sense anything like this. The few other operatives I could feel were sentient races.”

      “What are you saying?” Nolan asked, intrigued. He nodded ahead of them, and Hannan made a motion for the squad to continue.

      Kathryn fell into stride with him as they proceeded down the tunnel, which sloped more sharply into the darkness. It seemed to be curving to the west, as well.

      “I guess what I’m saying is that the creatures that live on the Eye aren’t minions, not in the same way Reid was. They’re not an outgrowth of the Eye, and it doesn’t control them. I think the Eye has these creatures like a dog has fleas. Does that make sense?” The barrel of her rifle set up a firing arc that overlapped with his.

      “Perfect sense.” Nolan nodded, pausing as Hannan raised a fist at the head of the squad. That meant hold, the most basic non-verbal command. He remembered not even knowing that much when he’d first started. “The Eye is making use of these creatures by using them as guards, but they’re just normal animals, however gruesome. We’ve threatened them, and they’ve chosen to retreat. They won’t mindlessly throw their lives away trying to protect Mendez.”

      “As long as we avoid more bug goo,” Edwards said, lumbering ahead of them a ways. He paused to look at Nolan. “We almost there?”

      “Yes,” Nolan said, quietly trotting up beside Hannan. He crouched next to her, peering carefully into the room she’d found below.

      “Looks like its unguarded,” Hannan whispered, clearly disbelieving.

      Below them lay a pool of slimy green ichor. In the center was a device that looked like a Primo command console. Mendez lay in that pool, inhuman tendrils extending from his body into the fluid. His face was fixed on the screen, which Nolan could almost make out. It looked like a view of the battle raging above, focused on the Forge.

      “Yes. Yeeeesss,” Mendez croaked, leaning closer to the screen. “There goes the cannon. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? That ship can’t hurt you now. So why aren’t they retreating?” Mendez continued to mutter to himself.

      Nolan caught Hannan’s eye, nodding down into the room. Hannan nodded back, turning to the squad. She started with Edwards, miming him putting down the medbed. Then she gestured Kathryn forward.

      “I’ll go first, to trigger any trap,” Hannan whispered. “Edwards, if I go down, you lay waste to that thing.”

      “That thing,” Kathryn hissed back, “is my father. And we stand to gain a lot if we can cure him. We have to at least try.”

      “We will, if the opportunity arises,” Nolan interjected, knowing this would become an argument otherwise. “Hannan, approach the pool. If all is as it seems, we’ll follow.”

      Hannan crept forward, her rifle sweeping back and forth as she approached the pool. She made no noise, and stayed in Mendez’s blind spot as she approached. No aliens dropped from the ceiling. The ground didn’t erupt. Nearly a minute later, she reached the side of the strange bed Mendez was resting in, withdrew her plasma knife, and placed the edge against Mendez’s throat.

      “Seems safe to come on down, Captain,” she called, though her eyes never left Mendez.

      Nolan trotted from cover, Kathryn right alongside him. Behind them came Edwards, carrying the medbed. He approached Mendez, who was watching Hannan calmly. At his approach, Mendez shifted to face him. “Ah, Nolan. I was so hoping it would be you. You’ve come to kill me, I hope.”

      “We’re going to keep you alive, if possible,” Nolan said, moving up beside Hannan. He ignited his plasma dagger, slashing at one of the ropey tendrils attached to Mendez’s skin. The material was tough, but he cut through it. It spurted brackish green ichor, which looked like it had been pumped into Mendez. Kathryn ignited her own blade and started severing tendrils too.

      “We’re awfully chummy with the guy who destroyed thirteen fleets, and sanctioned the bombing of Tigrana,” Hannan said, pressing the dagger closer to Mendez’s throat.

      Nolan rose to his feet, putting a hand on her arm. “Hey. We have a chance to make some of this right. Now isn’t the time for revenge. We don’t have the luxury.”

      “He killed Mills,” Hannan said, a single tear sliding down her cheek. “They blew up the Johnston.”

      “It was under duress. He isn’t the enemy; the Eye is,” Nolan said. He leaned closer, meeting Hannan’s gaze. “I need you to stand down, Sergeant.”

      Hannan nodded, removing the dagger from Mendez’s throat and taking a step back. Mendez looked…disappointed.

      “I made it as easy as I could for you to find me, leaving breadcrumbs wherever I could,” he said, his voice cracked from disuse. He looked like a pale shadow of the man Nolan had known, clearly nearing the end of his life. “The Eye never tried to stop me. I think it was overconfident. It didn’t make me put more defenses around this place.”

      Nolan wanted to believe him, but in that moment he couldn’t even weigh the words. He had work to do. “Kathryn, pick him up and put him on the medbed.”

      Kathryn severed the last tendril, then heaved her father into the air. Kathryn managed to deposit him atop the bed. Nolan bent to the control panel, pressing the gems Manda had shown him.

      The bed began to hum, and after several moments the screen lit up. It showed a figure representing Mendez, his skeleton and nervous system in great detail. Overlaying it was a forest of red tendrils, far worse than had been in Kathryn. These had spread to every part of Mendez’s body. Nolan looked away, pressing the purify button.

      The process began, a white light bathing Mendez as it hummed. A red icon with a Primo skull appeared on the screen, and the process paused. There were two buttons below it.

      “Why did it stop?” Kathryn asked.

      “I think because using it is going to kill him,” Nolan said, as kindly as he could.

      “Yes,” Mendez croaked. “Do it. Either I’m free, or I’m dead. Please.”

      Nolan considered for one more second, meeting Kathryn’s agonized gaze. She couldn’t decide, so he did. He pressed the Confirm button, and the process resumed.

      The light bathed Mendez, repeating the procedure Kathryn had undergone. They stood in silence, waiting the nearly sixty seconds for the process to finish. When it had, Mendez had all but wasted away, his skin sagging around his bones. There was almost no muscle remaining.

      “Oh, Kathryn,” Mendez said, smiling up at her. “You did it. You got free, and you’ve freed me. I’m so proud.”

      “Dad,” she said, smiling as she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. This was costing her, but Nolan was impressed with the bold face she put on her words. “I hate to be all business, but we need you to stop the Void Wraith fleets.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Mendez said, stretching a trembling hand to the console. He touched a blue button, then slowly moved his hand to a red. The process continued, and he spoke as he worked. “This morning I ordered an assault of twenty-five key worlds. Those assaults are underway even as we speak. I’m ordering nearly two-thousand vessels to suicide themselves. They’ll crash into asteroids, or moons. Whatever it takes to end themselves. The Eye gave me absolute control. It seemed to feel a human mind running things unfettered was more efficient, because we’re unpredictable.”

      Mendez pressed a final key, and the console sent a pulse of light toward the ceiling. It disappeared into the rock, presumably aimed at a some sort of satellite. He turned to Nolan, giving him a weak smile. “I’m proud of you, too.”

      “It’s possible we can still save you. Our new allies have incredible technology,” Nolan offered. Kathryn’s eyes filled with hope.

      “No,” Mendez snapped. “You have to let me die. My body will never be the same, and even if it was I can’t live with what I’ve been forced to do, with the things I’ve seen. Death is a release. I’ve earned this, Nolan. You have to let me go.”

      “I love you, Dad.” Kathryn said, then calmly drew her pistol and shot her father in the temple.

      Nolan flinched, unsure what to say. There had been a time when Mendez was like a father to him, and he felt the man’s death keenly. It must be even harder for Kathryn.

      “Captain.” Izzy’s voice echoed over the comm, aimed at all of them. “If you’re still on the surface of the Eye, you might want to get out of there. We’re about to microwave it from the inside.”
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      Izzy forced herself to keep her eyes open as the Helios Ship passed through the still smoking crater, into the horrible Eye. The repeated blasts had created a smooth finish, sections of rock vaporized by each blast. They flew deeper, the walls of the crater narrowing as they approached the bottom. There was a moment of claustrophobia, and then the ship burst through the hole into the Eye itself.

      She hadn’t really been sure what to expect. The outside was certainly terrible; the inside was infinitely worse. An ocean of green liquid filled the bottom third of the Eye, secreted from every wall in the place. It continued to fill the pool, which was full of tiny bodies—billions of them, all taken from the human homeworld for digestion.

      It enraged her, more than any of the recent atrocities she’d been forced to face.

      “Captain,” Izzy said, sending the message to his entire squad. “If you’re still on the surface of the Eye, you might want to get out of there. We’re about to microwave it from the inside.”

      “Noted,” the captain replied, the transmission staticky. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll find a way off this rock. Godspeed, Izzy. I know how crazy what you’re about to do is.”

      “If we survive, you can treat Lena, Atrea, and me to a proper dinner,” Izzy said. She smiled at the pair, trying to show a confidence she didn’t feel. That’s what leaders were supposed to do, or at least what she thought Fizgig did.

      “Done,” Hannan said over the comm. “I’ll buy, Izzy.”

      “Atrea, have you completed those calculations?” Izzy demanded. “We’ve got to fire this thing right now.”

      “I need a few more moments,” Atrea snapped, without looking up from her console.

      “Izzy, the harvesters are beginning to follow us through the hole. There are dozens of them, and they look quite upset,” Lena said, grabbing her tail firmly in both hands. “What should I do?”

      Izzy thought quickly, something she’d gotten much better at during her time serving under Fizgig. They had no weapons to speak of, but they were aboard the finest defensive creation ever conceived.

      “Atrea, raise the defensive matrix to full strength, just around the ship,” Izzy ordered. She could see the other ships now, flashing toward them. They were beginning to charge their weapons.

      “Done,” Atrea snapped. “No more interruptions, or I will never finish these calculations.”

      A flurry of blue-white plasma balls shot in their direction, but they washed harmlessly over the shield. There was no shaking, no sparks from overloaded consoles. No sign that they’d been struck at all. The shield was perfect and total.

      Izzy smiled. “Take your time,” she said, folding her arms as she continued to watch the enemy squadron on the screen. More harvesters were slipping through the same hole they had, one at a time, like wasps emerging from a hive. Had the hole been larger, they could have approached in overwhelming numbers, but because it was so small they could only move inside at a trickle. That bought her time.

      “I’ve got it!” Atrea shouted, giving a very un-scholarly whoop. “I’m feeding the algorithm to the ship. It requires us to use the shield as it is, at the lowest setting. Then we’ll rapidly expand it, feeding it energy more quickly than the emitters can process. That excess buildup will make the shield unstable, and when it collapses the energy contained within it will expand outward. If we are very fortunate, that energy will be forced away from us, and won’t rebound back at us when it hits the Eye. I cannot accurately calculate our odds of survival, but I wouldn’t place a wager on it.”

      “Even if we die, it’s worth it. Brilliant work, Atrea,” Lena said, releasing her tail and moving to hug Atrea. “You’ve done it, sister.”

      A high-pitched whine began, deep within the vessel. Izzy’s paws shot to her ears, but the motion was in vain. There was no way to block out the awful ringing. Lena had her ears likewise covered, but Atrea was staring at them like they were mad, apparently mystified.

      Izzy opened her mouth to say something, but the ringing vanished. In that instant, light welled up from the shield outside them, washing outward in an incredible wave of power. It moved far more slowly than she’d expected, rippling over the now-fleeing harvesters one by one. They popped like bubbles, expanding into superheated gas as they were consumed by the wave.

      The survivors clustered around the hole, now struggling to get out. Unfortunately for them the flow of harvesters into the Eye hadn’t stopped, making escape impossible. The wave burned into the ocean of ichor, boiling it away. Then it burned away the harvesters, finally slamming into the wall’s inner lining. Izzy moved her hands from her ears, covering her eyes instead.

      She silently counted to five, finally peeking through her fingers. The wave was gone. The ocean of ichor was gone. Everything inside the Eye, except them, had been burned away. The inner surface of the Eye itself was charred and blackened, the living forest of optic nerves now a smooth, barren surface.

      The Eye was dead.
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      Dryker lurked near the moon, using the planetary mass to shield his presence from most of the combatants in the fleet. He and Juliard stood silently on the bridge, both refusing to sit, as if denying that comfort would somehow atone for their actions. She had converted him, and he had given the order that had wiped out most of the 11th Fleet.

      The fact that the 14th hadn’t obeyed was some comfort. His order had done damage, but—thanks to Nolan’s intervention—not nearly as much as it could have. Dryker had been particularly relieved when the tattered fleets made it inside the strange glowing energy shield Nolan had brought with him. The larva recognized it, referring to it as a Helios Ship.

      “Yes,” Dryker said, pumping his fist, when the Forge plowed into the enemy ranks. The Void Wraith were paying a bloody price as the allied fleet worked inch by agonizing inch toward the Eye.

      He watched with a mixture of pride and hope as the Tigris began their final attack run, breaking apart inside even as Khar’s vessel did the same. Khar had been his closest friend among the Tigris, his only real companion when they’d been imprisoned by the Primo what felt a lifetime ago.

      Then something impossible made him rise from his command chair, taking a half-step toward the hologram. Harvesters were accelerating into the Eye at maximum speed. At first, Dryker wondered if they were Tigris. But as more and more vessels slammed themselves into the Eye, it became clear they it was in fact the Void Wraith. Their entire fleet was breaking off, sacrificing themselves like lemmings.

      “I have no idea how you pulled it off, Nolan, but I am impressed,” Dryker said, turning to share a smile with Juliard. She returned it, but the joy was short-lived.

      Blinding pain seared up every nerve, knocking Dryker to the deck. He twitched and thrashed, flopping about as the fire spread through his entire body. When the fire reached his brain he learned just how much worse it could be, and in that moment he would have given anything for the release of death. How long the pain lasted he couldn’t have said, his mind assailed by countless images from the larva.

      Then the pain was gone. With it, the presence of the larva also vanished. Dryker raised his head weakly from the deck, looking at Juliard. She lay several feet away, still panting. A sheen of sweat plastered her blond hair to her forehead.

      “Is—is it over?” she whispered, hoarsely.

      “I think so,” Dryker said, rising unsteadily to his feet. “Can you feel the larva?”

      “No,” Juliard said, eyes widening in understanding. “It’s gone. Sir, I think we’re free!” Juliard rushed forward, seizing Dryker in a fierce hug. He returned it just as fiercely, laughing. “They did it. They killed the goddamned Eye.”

      They released each other, Juliard blushing slightly as she moved to her console. Dryker was still smiling when he settled into the captain’s chair. He ached everywhere, but the pain didn’t bother him in the slightest. He was free. The Eye was dead. At great cost, yes, but it was dead.

      “Sir, I’m picking up a priority one distress signal,” Juliard said, eyes snapping up to meet his. “You’ve going to want to hear this.” She pressed a button and the audio engaged.

      “—to wait until you killed the Eye, in case the Void Wraith came for me,” a voice rumbled. A Tigris voice. Khar’s voice. “I know you had your doubts about the usefulness of these Judicators, Mighty Fizgig. But I was right. Had I been a Tigris I would have died in that explosive decompression. Instead, I am merely missing a leg. A leg that can be replaced, so I can continue fighting.” It was the most told you so tone Dryker had ever heard.

      “It’s good to hear your voice, Khar,” Dryker said, activating his comm. “Ladies and gentlemen, it looks like we’ve won. As far as I can tell the larva died alongside the Eye. Those of us infected are free.”

      “We’re going to want to test that, sir,” Nolan’s voice came over the comm.

      “Of course, I’d expect nothing less. Juliard and I will turn ourselves over for questioning.”
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      Nolan rubbed the collar of his freshly pressed uniform, a glittering array of medals now decorating the lapels. It was odd being back in uniform, even though he’d only stopped wearing it for a few months. Still, he understood what the UFC now signified. He was a symbol, just as Dryker had been at the end of the Eight-Year War.

      That didn’t bother him in the slightest, maybe because he remembered what Dryker had meant to him. People needed heroes, whether those heroes wanted to fill that role or not.

      Nolan walked briskly up the corridor, the Tigris guards flanking the door snapping their fists over their hearts in a traditional Tigris salute. He returned the gesture, then strode past them into the conference room. He was, by design, the last person to arrive. The instant he crossed the threshold the clapping began. Nolan found himself flushing, overwhelmed by the sudden attention.

      He met Dryker’s gaze, and Dryker gave him a crooked smile. The admiral mouthed the words. “Glad it’s not me this time.”

      The clapping continued until Nolan took his chair, the empty one right next to the president. Gregg was a handsome woman, despite her age. She rose as Nolan sat, gathering the room’s attention without needing to say a word. Even the Tigris quieted, turning their attention to her.

      “I’d like to welcome all of you to the most historic conference in our galactic history,” the President began. She rested a hand on Nolan’s shoulder. “Thanks to this man’s courage and determination, we have finally killed the Gorthian Eye. We have awoken the Ancient Primo.”

      The President used her free hand to gesture at Manda and her companions, who were clustered around Atrea’s much larger form.

      “For the first time in centuries, the Tigris have united into a single pride,” the President continued, nodding toward Fizgig and her delegation. Khar’s huge metallic backside sat atop a specially made chair to her right, while Izzy sat in a more normal-sized chair on the other.

      The President dropped her hands, turning to Dryker and Kathryn.

      “We have even recovered those we’d thought lost, those claimed by our enemy. The cost of our victory was high, but we paid it willingly, so that those who survived could continue to fight.”

      Last, she gestured at Nolan.

      “I give you the man behind it all, Captain Nolan.”

      The room exploded into applause, and the president raised a hand for silence. It was several moments in coming, with Khar the last to subside.

      Nolan rose to his feet, licking his lips. Public speaking had never been his thing, and he hadn’t had time to prepare a speech. So he spoke the facts as he knew them, as if reporting to Dryker and Dryker alone.

      “I think I’m supposed to talk about victory, or about sacrifice. I’m supposed to make the war we’ve fought okay, to somehow let us reconcile the billions of deaths that happened on our watch.” Nolan shook his head. “I won’t do that. I won’t cheapen the battles we fought. Instead, I’d like to talk about going forward. I have no doubt that we will rebuild. There are dozens of uninhabited worlds rich with wealth. It’s all there for the taking. That means, for the next generation, there’s no need to fight. Every survivor is rich, at least materially. If we follow that line of thinking, it would lead to a much more peaceful galaxy. After what we’ve been through, I know that’s tempting.”

      Nolan paused to make sure everyone was paying attention. They were, even Khar.

      “We cannot allow that to happen. That’s what the Primo did, after the second Eradication. They wanted to put the war behind them, and in the process their descendants forgot why being prepared for war was necessary.”

      Nolan paused for a long moment, considering revealing his big idea. This was as good a place as any. “The Judicators were created for a reason, the fleets of harvesters clearly intended for a war. Either an intergalactic war, or a war in a corner of the Milky Way that we haven’t yet discovered. That’s a war we are completely ignorant of, and if we expect to have a future, then we need to find out what that war is, and what role we play in it. If the Gorthians are fighting someone, that someone might make a powerful ally.”

      There was total silence for three long heartbeats, and then Dryker rose to his feet. He cleared his throat, hands balled into fists at his sides. “Nolan is right. During my time connected to the larva, I sensed many things. In the end, in the very instant it died, I believe it pulled every memory from me it could. Those memories were broadcast by the larva to the Eye. Why do that, if you’re about to die? The Eye transmitted that data to something else, something it reported to—a bigger Eye, maybe, or something worse. It’s still out there, and we can’t leave it to our children to deal with.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Manda said. “Now that the Eye is dead we can take the offensive for the first time.” Her hoverchair floated several feet higher. “The Primo will send the Forge to find these answers. We will take a crew, and investigate.”

      “We need time to mourn our dead, but after that I will lead a contingent of Tigris,” Fizgig said, pausing to lick the fur on her wrist. She groomed her neck as she spoke, shooting a sly look Izzy’s way. “Mighty Izzy will make a fine leader in my absence.”

      “This seems a rash decision,” the president said, rising and attempting a diplomatic smile. “We’re hear to discuss the treaty—”

      “Respectfully, a treaty is meaningless if another Eradication begins,” Atrea snapped, nothing respectful in her tone. “It will not help our descendants, if the Gorthians someday return.” She took a deep breath. “That said, we don’t have to sort all this out today. I’m going to bed. The rest of you should table all this stuffy talk until tomorrow, and spend the rest of the evening celebrating the fact that we’re still alive. The Eradication is over.”

      So they did. The president adjourned the meeting, and Nolan moved over to join Kathryn and Dryker.

      “You know,” he said, smiling down at her. “Before this all started we had a date set up.”

      “I’m free this evening,” she said, giving him a wink.

      “Admiral, will you excuse us?” Nolan asked.

      “Yes,” Dryker replied, clapping them both on the shoulder. He gave the broadest smile Nolan had ever seen. “I believe I will.”
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      Takkar hopped from his command disk, waving it away as he swept into the stasis chamber. He glanced at the trio of Saurian slaveguards, each giving a cringing bow, and clenched his lower nostrils shut to blot out the stench of their fear. They hurried from the chamber, leaving Takkar alone, save for a single grey-robed techsmith and the prisoner. That prisoner hovered near the center of the room, suspended by the translucent red bonds around her wrists and ankles.

      Her pale skin had almost no fur, though a mane of black hair grew from her head. Takkar was moderately surprised by her defiant glare, something he’d not seen from an enemy in a long time. Where was the cowering, the pleading?

      “Techsmith,” Takkar bellowed, scowling at the door.

      The green-scaled Saurian scurried forward, clutching her arcanotome to her chest. Purple circuitry covered the dark surface, sending pulses of data up the cord leading to her temple.

      The sight of it sickened Takkar, and he loathed the need for such servants. He turned back to the prisoner, studying the strange, pale-skinned creature. It had two arms and two legs, like a Ganog or Saurian—yet it had no fur or scales, and its hide had proven extremely fragile. Even a casual fall would shatter its bones.

      “This human,” he said. “What language does it speak? Can we communicate with it?”

      “The creature is capable of communication, Clan Leader,” the techsmith murmured. She shrank into her robes when Takkar shifted a disapproving eye in her direction. “This species has quite cleverly modified one of their own genes using a viral agent. It allows anyone infected to understand the speech of any other infected creature, by attaching a biotranslation unit to the language centers of the brain.”

      “Are you suggesting we’ve been infected by an alien virus?” Takkar’s voice was deadly quiet, and his fur darkened to black.

      She cringed, backing away slowly. “The techsmiths have deemed the virus safe, Clan Leader. It is an airborne pathogen, but it only modifies a single specific gene. We have both been exposed, as has every other techsmith who initially examined the subject.”

      Takkar flared his lower nostrils, and his fur returned to a rich scarlet. “How long since the initial exposure?”

      “Seventeen hours, Clan Leader. The physiological changes were completed within the first hour. Krekon probed her, and he believes the virus is harmless.” The techsmith’s retreat was finally halted by the wall of the stasis chamber. She huddled there, waiting for judgement.

      “So she can understand what we’re saying,” Takkar said. He studied the prisoner, finding comprehension in those defiant eyes. “Yes, she definitely knows what we’re saying. She’s studying us. That implies a certain amount of intelligence. Did her species design the fleet we destroyed, or did they scavenge it from another species? It seemed more advanced than I’d expect from such a simple creature.”

      “We believe her species constructed the vessels.” Tangy fear wafted from the techsmith as Takkar folded furry arms large enough to snap her neck. “They seem to have no distinction between castes. Their techsmiths travel with their soldiers, and their leadership caste seems comprised entirely of soldiers who were elevated into the position.”

      “You know I can understand you,” the human said. Her voice was a higher tenor than Takkar had expected, even given her diminutive size. “If you want to know about our culture, why not just ask? Why attack us without provocation? We’d done nothing to you, yet you brutally assaulted our fleet.”

      The techsmith sucked in a breath, her fiery eyes widening, then quickly narrowing again. “You have addressed the clan leader of the Vkash, ka’tok. If you speak again—”

      “Silence.” Takkar waved a hand, and the techsmith’s jaw clicked shut. He leaned closer to the human. “It’s that simple then, with your species? I tell you why we attacked, and you answer my questions?”

      “I have nothing to hide, and I don’t understand our technology well enough to tell you anything I shouldn’t.” Determination thickened in the human’s gaze. “You can torture me, or you can tell me what I want to know, and deal with a far more cooperative subject.”

      “Very well.” Takkar gave her a toothy smile, leaning closer. “If you answer my questions, I will answer yours. Given that your position is rather dubious, why don’t you allow me to ask my questions first?”

      The human hesitated. She studied Takkar for long moments, her lips pursed. “All right.”

      Takkar repeated his earlier question, this time directing it to the human. “Did your species design the fleet we destroyed?”

      “Yes, my species helped design our weapons and ships.”

      “Helped?” Takkar asked, his interest growing. “There was another species aboard your vessel, and your communications archives make mention of a third. What is your relationship to these races? What can you tell me about them?”

      “They’re our allies, part of the Coalition of United Races,” the human explained. “The larger aliens are called the Tigris. They’re some of our fiercest warriors and best scientists. The smaller race is the Primo. Their science is the most advanced, but we’ve been catching up quickly with their help.”

      “The Primo.” Takkar tasted the words. “In your language, that means ‘the first’—these Primo are the oldest race?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yet all of you share equally in this…Coalition?” Takkar asked.

      “Our leader is of my species,” the woman explained. “President Dryker will only serve for two more years, though, then it’s possible we may elect a Tigris or Primo to replace him.” Her posture had relaxed, suggesting her fear had ebbed.

      Interesting. This seemed a trusting species.

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Takkar said. “This Dryker will simply relinquish power, and someone else will take his place?” He turned back to the techsmith, who quivered meekly in his shadow. “Have we ever seen anything like this before?”

      “Yes, Clan Leader,” the techsmith replied quickly. “The Whalorians exhibited just such a government when we conquered them seventeen centuries ago. It’s part of the reason their resistance was so ineffectual. They were paralyzed by weak leadership.”

      If that characterization bothered the human, she didn’t show it. She merely stared impassively at Takkar.

      Takkar considered his next question carefully. How much would this human reveal? “Why have you entered this sector? It is the property of the Ganog Imperium, and one of our most far-flung provinces. Do you seek to invade?”

      “We’re explorers,” she explained with an exasperated sigh. “We came here searching for the Gorthians—a race of planet-sized eyes that reproduce through a slug-like parasite. They attacked our sector of the galaxy, wiping out many of our people. After we defeated them, all three races banded together and vowed to hunt them down. We want to make sure the Gorthians never hurt anyone again.”

      “Ahh, now that is a sentiment my species can understand.” Takkar smiled broadly. “You seek vengeance for their attacks—is that it?”

      “Exactly.”

      Takkar gave a rumbling laugh. “You’ve done as I asked. Now I will honor our accord. What do you wish to know, human?”

      “Why did you attack us?” she asked.

      “Because the Ganog are conquerers, and you have yet to be subjugated. My clan will plunder your worlds for labor-slaves and techsmiths. If you have weapons, we will take them. If you have wealth, we will seize it. Have you another question?” Takkar licked his lips, inhaling deeply of the woman’s earthy scent. His stomachs rumbled.

      The woman licked her lips as well, evidently gathering her thoughts. “Do you recognize the Gorthians?”

      “Possibly. A monstrous eye is mentioned in our earliest myths. It is one of the Nameless Ones, from our most ancient legends.”

      “It isn’t a myth. I can promise you that. This thing devoured billions of people before we burned it to a crisp.” The woman stood as straight as her bonds would allow. “We don’t have to fight. We have a common foe. Help us find the Gorthians, and we’ll help you kill them.”

      “You misunderstand, human. I said I recognized them, not that I considered them enemies. Our seekers are quite clear on that point: to oppose the Nameless Ones is to die. All we can do is seek to avoid their terrible gaze. Even were that not so, my people are conquerers. We will add your might to our own. If the day comes when we must oppose a Nameless One, your world will already be dust.” Takkar clicked his tongue, and the techsmith shot to her feet. He turned to her. “Have Krekon conduct a final interrogation. After he’s taken all he can from her mind, have her prepared for tonight’s feast.”

      The Saurian eyed the prisoner critically. “Forgive me, Clan Leader, but she does not possess very much meat. Shall I have some of the others prepared as well?”

      “Do that.” Takkar turned an appraising eye back on the prisoner. “You said that their soldiers have some sort of transponder?” he asked, a plan taking shape.

      “Indeed, Clan Leader. They are utilizing some sort of quantum entanglement to transmit data. The transponders are capable of broadcasting a location, but we’ve blocked the signal.”

      “Have the transponders moved to the local coliseum, then remove the quantum dampeners. Move the planetstriders into position, and assemble the mounds.” He met the human’s defiant gaze, and he smiled. “This…Coalition will come for their people, and when they do, we will be waiting. One of those ships will have star charts—and after we have them we can begin conquest in earnest.”
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      “Exiting the sun’s corona, Captain.” Kay’s warm holographic voice emanated from the speakers on either side of his sleek leather chair. Nolan nodded absently, rising to his feet. He leaned closer to the viewport above the consoles.

      Pillars of superheated nuclear material towered over their tiny vessel, bathing them in hellish fury. The sleek corvette threaded a path between them, dodging a collapsing solar tendril as the Helios Drive used the sun’s own gravitational force to fuel their escape. Beyond the sun lay an unfamiliar solar system, at the far edge of ancient Primo space. It was as far from Earth as any human had ever been.

      “Kay, are you picking up the transponders?” Nolan grabbed his helmet from its place on the copilot’s chair, then turned and ducked through the hatch. The Peregrine was an amazing ship, but most of the engineers had been two feet tall. They didn’t understand the concept of headroom, and the ship was even more claustrophobic than the Johnston had been.

      “Yes, Captain.” Kay’s voice followed him from the wall speakers as he squeezed down the narrow corridor. “The beacon is broadcasting from the fourth planet in the system. It’s currently at 87% strength, but the degradation is within expected tolerances given the transponder’s battery life.”

      “What about the rest of the fleet?”

      “We were the second ship to exit the corona. Four more ships have already emerged, including the Mendez.”

      Nolan caught sight of the capital ship emerging from the star. The A-shaped vessel was part carrier, part battleship, bristling with particle cannons and banks of gauss turrets. The Mendez represented the pinnacle of the new Coalition, a fusion of technologies from all three races. The ships emerging around it were older, refitted from humanity’s fleets.

      He ducked through the hatch, leaving the view behind as he trotted up the corridor. He could hear Annie’s booming laugh, joined a moment later by Edwards’s. Nolan smiled, ducking through another hatch, this time into the ship’s cargo bay. This room was what made the ship special, and the reason why the rest of the ship was so cramped. Every spare centimeter had been allocated here. The high-ceilinged room had been divided into four bays, each holding a ten-meter-tall death machine wired into a complex harness.

      All four mechs were the heavier Linebacker class, their stocky limbs covered in thick plates of tritanium armor. Each held a particle cannon in its left hand, and had a plasma emitter strapped to the right wrist—though neither of those represented the true threat. Twelve missile tubes were also hidden throughout the back, shoulders, and hips—the piranha-class missiles were a gift from the Primo, and packed more punch than anything humanity had previously possessed.

      Spindly mechanical arms extended from the stalls, darting around each mech to refill ammunition or oil hydraulics. A thick hose connected to the chest of each mech, refilling the coolant necessary to prevent the fusion drives from going critical.

      Lack of power wasn’t the enemy; heat was.

      Nolan stepped into the bay, making his way toward the mech in the far corner.

      “Morning, Captain. You look like you ain’t found that first cup of sludge yet,” Annie drawled as Nolan passed. She wore a welder’s mask, tilted upward to show her leathery face. A sheen of grimy sweat dulled her skin, but she wore a pleased smile. “Finally got that servo fixed. Been bugging me since that scrap on Arkanon.” She spit a black gob into a metal bucket near her feet, then set the mask on the workbench against the mech stall.

      “Nice work, Annie. Get that equipment stowed. We’ll be in system in about twelve minutes.” Nolan continued past her, stopping next to Lieutenant Hannan. He was still getting used to her new look. The buzz cut was gone. Half her hair was shaved down to blond stubble, the other half tapered down to her right shoulder. Nolan hadn’t even known she was blond until she’d grown it out.

      Hannan didn’t look up from her rifle. She peered down the bore, though it already gleamed. “We get final orders yet, sir?”

      Nolan lowered his tone, leaning against the stack of crates next to Hannan’s mech. “Lena already inside?”

      “Yeah, but I still don’t agree about bringing her with us.” Hannan finally looked at Nolan, her eyes sharp under the running lights. “She’s a non-com, sir. Now more than ever. She hasn’t seen action in ten years, and even when she was in combat she wasn’t ever much use. She’s a liability.”

      “That’s why Edwards is taking care of her,” Nolan countered. “She’ll never exit the mech unless it’s safe to do so and her expertise proves necessary.”

      Hannan didn’t seem convinced.

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “Listen. I’m hearing you. I understand your point, and you aren’t wrong. If things go south, she’ll be a liability. But this is an alien world, and she knows more than any of us ever will about every alien culture we’ve ever interacted with. We might need her, and I’ve decided to accept the risk.”

      “You’ve told me you always want me to be blunt, sir. ” Hannan slid the rag she’d been using to clean back into her pocket. “You’re bringing her in case you can find a way to hunt down the Gorthians—but that isn’t the mission, sir. We’re here to get our people back.”

      “And we will.” Nolan took a deep breath. “That’s the primary mission. I realize you think I’m obsessed, but I’m asking you to trust me, Hannan. The Gorthians are still out there, waiting for us to give up the search. If we do that, our descendants will have to pay the price some day. We need to end this once and for all.”

      “I’ve always admired your relentlessness, sir.” Hannan took a step up the leg of her mech, setting her rifle in the cockpit, then glanced back at him one more time. “I trust you, sir. And I will always follow orders.”

      “But you’ll keep calling me on my bullshit?”

      She finally smiled. “You know it. Maybe these guys will play nice, and it won’t be an issue.”

      “Yeah, right.” Nolan barked a laugh. “Get the squad moving. I’m going to check in with the admiral.”

      “I’ll never get used to calling her that.” Hannan shook her head, hopping down from her mech and moving to the center of the room. Her voice shifted, booming across the deck. “Listen up, people. We’re planetside in ten minutes. I want everyone in their mech, ready for deployment. Check and recheck. Let’s do this clean.”

      Satisfied, Nolan mounted the ladder affixed to the leg of his mech. A pair of the mech’s thickest armor plates retracted up into the chest to expose the cockpit, and he climbed in, sliding his feet into the stirrups that controlled the mech’s legs.

      Nolan set his helmet into the gear couch, flipped the net over the top to keep it from tumbling out, and tapped the startup sequence into the console. The armored plates slid back into place with a sharp hiss.

      From the outside the mech would look like a giant robot, without any clear indication of where a pilot might sit. Nolan had no idea if that protected pilots, but the designers had certainly believed it would.

      Once the cockpit was sealed, the entire front hatch flared to life, gauges and controls overlaying the curved view screen. Nolan tapped a series of commands, and the mech’s fusion core rumbled to life beneath him. Comfortable heat immediately bathed the cockpit, washing away the chill of the ship’s interior. In combat, that heat could spike to dangerous levels, but if he put on his helmet his environmental armor would protect him from the worst of it.

      After the startup sequence completed, Nolan slid both hands into the control gloves. He moved an arm experimentally, and the mech mimicked the move. The process was far smoother than the first generation, eliminating the millisecond of lag that had made piloting in combat a very lethal nightmare.

      “Sound off,” Nolan ordered. The comm automatically picked up his voice and broadcast it to the other three mechs in the squad.

      “Online, Captain,” Edwards rumbled back. He waved a tritanium arm from the bay across from Nolan.

      Unlike the rest of the squad, Edwards was the mech. He’d been critically wounded fighting the Void Wraith, and his nervous system had been transferred to the first-generation cores that Kathryn had invented. That core guided the mech just like a pilot would.

      “It’ll be damned good to see a little action,” he said. “You all have quarters, but I have to stay in this bay, staring at the wall. Do you have any idea how boring that is?”

      “You’ve got every holovid from two species, Private. I think you’ve got plenty to entertain you.” Nolan couldn’t help but smile. “Besides, you get to show off. The rest of us just pilot these things. You have an unfair advantage.”

      “Ah, come on, Captain. You’re almost as good as I am.”

      Lena’s voice crackled over the comm. “Not that you solicited my opinion, but I’m ready as well, Captain.”

      The squad feed on his console lit up, showing the inside of Lena’s cockpit. The Tigris wore her full environmental armor, helmet included. Under that helmet, Nolan could see white and gold fur, and her large feline nose.

      “I’ll keep silent,” she said, in that lilting accent that still reminded Nolan of upper-crust Brits, despite her savage appearance, “unless you request my opinion.” Opening her mouth revealed a mouthful of fangs, one of the many weapons Tigris employed in combat.

      “Thank you, Lena.” Nolan said, and meant it. He was grateful the Tigris had agreed to come. The admiral hadn’t been happy about the request, but Lena had convinced her.

      “Online, sir,” Annie’s voice crackled. Loud, discordant music bled into the comm, almost drowning her out.

      “All mechs are green, sir,” Hannan finally said. “We’re ready to deploy.”

      She was all confidence, and her support for Nolan in front of the squad was overwhelming. He’d never stopped appreciating that, and it was part of the reason he allowed her to question him so freely in private. She never undermined him, and her advice had often prevented him from doing something stupid.

      “Acknowledged. Sit tight, people. I’m going to get our marching orders.” Nolan used a switch in the glove to request a channel. A large Connecting… image appeared on the center of the viewport, obscuring the rest of the squad. After several moments, the logo was replaced by the bridge of the Mendez.

      It was far more spartan than a human warship, just two consoles and three chairs. Admiral Fizgig sat in the largest of those chairs, a high-backed plush throne piled high with silk cushions. She lounged regally atop them, her golden fur shining under the bridge lighting. Her tail flicked lazily back and forth.

      Feline eyes sized Nolan up dispassionately. “You are the third vessel to check in. Disappointing, Nolan. I expect better.”

      “I missed you too, Admiral,” Nolan quipped. She was always pushing him to do better, no matter what he accomplished. “Delta Squad is ready to go. I assume you’re having us scout the place before you send in Alpha Company?”

      “No, there will be no scouting,” Fizgig explained. “There’s little doubt our expeditionary fleet was taken by force. They wiped out a full fleet before that fleet could send back more than a few images.” She rose languidly from her cushions, approaching the view screen. “We will avoid combat if possible, but my bones tell me this will end in blood. We move in force. You will report to Major Reval, and assist Alpha Company in recovering our troops.”

      “You’re attaching us to Reval?” Nolan snapped, then instantly regretted the loss of control as Fizgig eyed him balefully.

      He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, then opened them again. Fizgig was still staring dispassionately at him.

      “Yes, sir,” he said. “Anything else, Admiral?”

      “Be careful, Nolan. This new threat is not at all like the Void Wraith. Be prepared for anything.”
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      Nolan much preferred planetary re-entry from the Peregrine’s cockpit, where he had some influence on the outcome. Being inside a mech made him little more than a passenger, and if anything happened there’d be absolutely nothing he could do to help. Helplessness wasn’t a position he much enjoyed.

      Kay’s pleasant voice came over the comm. “We’ve hit the outer atmosphere, Captain.”

      It still amazed Nolan how well the machine captured the real Kathryn. Every time he heard Kay, he pictured Kathryn in his mind’s eye. He wondered what the shrinks would say about having a constant reminder of your ex every time you entered combat.

      “I’ve compiled scan data into usable metrics.”

      “Give me the short version. What are we looking at?” Nolan stared down at the planet, which had changed from a giant rust-colored ball to rust-colored mountains.

      “There are several cities on the southern continent,” Kay explained, “each located near the site of what appears to be a mining facility. These facilities are no longer operational; however, I am detecting faint traces of deresium ore in one of them. There is a storm building to the east of our target. ETA: twenty-two minutes.”

      “Noted. I’m guessing this place is some sort of played-out mining colony. Odd place to be holding our troops. What can you tell me about the area where they’re being kept?”

      The ship continued its descent, the outer hull now hot enough to give the camera feed a faint orange tint—not that it would inflict any damage on a ship designed to swim through a star.

      “The transponders are coming from a building a few miles from the mine. The area appears to be inhabited. Six thousand lifeforms are located within several square miles around the transponders.”

      “Acknowledged.” Nolan tapped an icon on his mech’s screen, requesting a channel to Reval’s ship. “Major Reval, this is Captain Nolan. We’re approaching target. Requesting operational instructions.”

      “This is a private channel, son. You can drop the formality.” Reval’s voice carried a clear note of disdain, one Nolan was positive he was going to just love. “We’re going to come in low over the southern portion of the city, between those two big mounds. We’ll deploy in that empty park two clicks south of the target. Your squad will hang back and protect our rides, while the rest of us launch a direct frontal assault.”

      “Sir, this is an entirely new foe,” Nolan protested. “We have no idea what their capabilities are. Those mounds could be anything, and we should at least—”

      “Let me stop you right there, Captain,” Reval interrupted. “I know you’re used to operating independently, and I know the admiral indulges you entirely more than she should. I don’t give a shit. I’m not going to explain my rationale to you, because I’m your goddamned superior officer.” He paused. “I know you want to protest further. Don’t. Can you follow orders, soldier?”

      “Yes, sir.” Nolan clenched his fists, but kept the heat from his voice. “Delta Squad will set up behind the rest of the ships, and we’ll establish a defensive perimeter.”

      “Excellent, son. Get it done, then sit tight and wait for orders. Reval out.”

      The connection disappeared, replaced by footage of their approach. They were much closer to the target now, just a few miles up. Below sprawled a long-dead city, the equal of anything ever built on Earth. That city had fallen to ruin centuries ago—maybe longer. All that remained were rusted spires shooting into the sky, the metal the same color as the mounds of reddish sand blanketing the streets.

      Three gigantic mounds sat in a rough triangle around the city, each over a mile high. They appeared to be built from whatever material had been at hand, mostly rusty metal mixed with chunks of dull black stone. Nolan had no idea what their purpose was, or even how they’d been constructed.

      Clusters of multicolored tents huddled around the base of many of the spires, and bipeds flowed between them like tiny ants. It wasn’t unlike a ruined Earth colony, and Nolan found the similarity jarring. How had such a similar set of races evolved, several thousand light years from Earth?

      They flew lower, Kay guiding the ship to a smooth landing at the far edge of a sand-covered field. It was about six hundred meters across, ringed by rusted buildings. In the distance, Reval’s cruiser landed next to a pair of corvettes near the center of the field.

      Nolan checked the range finder. They were about three hundred meters away from his own landing site. Marines and mechs were already trotting out of the ships, massing about fifty yards from the LZ.

      “All right people,” Nolan bellowed into the comm. “Move out. We’ve been assigned to provide a defensive perimeter for the ships. Nothing gets through, or our boys have no ride home.”

      “Are you serious?” Edwards’s voice came over the comm. “That’s bullshit, sir. We’ve seen more action than all of those Alpha boys put together.”

      “This stinks like bullshit took a shit, and that shit sat in the sun for a spell,” Annie growled. “If they ain’t gonna let you lead this op, they should at least let you advise.”

      “They’re not wrong,” Hannan agreed. “This is clear favoritism, sir. They’re making us sit this out, because we came from the 14th. We fought in the Battle of Earth, sir. We took down Chu. This isn’t right.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Nolan said. “We’re going to do it anyway. Move out people, and keep the chatter to a minimum.” He guided the mech into motion, his viewport bobbing with each ponderous step. The machine was an extension of himself, and long hours of training had made piloting effortless. He loved it, though it felt like he rarely had the opportunity these days.

      The ramp at the rear of the cargo bay descended, and a fierce wind immediately pelted them with red and black sand. It cut visibility to maybe a hundred meters, so he switched to mag view. Nothing.

      “That crap is blocking most spectrums,” Nolan explained over the comm. “We’re going to have to rely on GPS and visual.”

      He guided his mech into the storm, moving to the right of the ramp so the others could exit the craft. Rust whirled and eddied about them, already coating their mechs.

      They lined up quickly, Hannan bringing up the rear. She turned her mech to face his. “Sir, how are we supposed to establish a perimeter in this shit? A whole army could be creeping up, and we wouldn’t be able to see them.”

      “I’m marking your assignments on the map.” Nolan tapped the screen several times, tagging locations for each member of his squad. “We’ve got roughly a hundred yards visibility, so we’re going to cover as much of the perimeter as we can. Use the buildings for cover. Odds are good this stuff plays havoc with their sensors, too, so the enemy may not be able to detect us if we stay still.”

      “What about the cloaking system, sir?” Edwards asked.

      “The energy signature might clue them in to our location—and, besides, the wind will still break around your mech. Enemies will see that, and know you’re there. Our best ally here is simple stealth.”

      “Move out, people,” Hannan barked. “We have our orders.”

      Her mech trotted into the storm, heading northeast. The others followed.

      Nolan waited until everyone was in motion before heading to his self-assigned position.
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      Admiral Fizgig massaged her thigh through her uniform’s black pants, shifting on the cushions to minimize the pain. The arthritis wasn’t crippling, but it was certainly irritating. She’d hoped that the war with the Gorthians would be her last, but there simply weren’t enough experienced pride leaders to guide her people. If they were to survive, they needed time to raise another generation.

      That meant her work wasn’t done yet.

      “What kind of traffic are we seeing in the system?” Fizgig demanded. She rose from her chair, moving to stand behind the comm officer.

      Lieutenant Commander Juliard darted a glance over her shoulder, then focused on her screen. “There are thirty-eight vessels in system. Most are clustered over the planet’s nadir, about thirty thousand clicks above the surface. They center around some sort of installation, though we haven’t ascertained the station’s purpose.” She brushed sun-colored hair from her face, giving a sheepish smile. “Uh, Admiral, sir.”

      “Put it on the view screen.” Fizgig turned to face the screen dominating one side of her bridge. Graphs, gauges, and scrolling information dominated the bottom portion of the screen. The top shifted to show an aerial view of the planet.

      The station looked like a grasping hand, six silvery spires towering over it like skeletal fingers. A cloud of vessels surrounded it, one or two occasionally making for the surface. It looked a great deal like a trade station, though in size and shape it was unlike the buildings of any of the races in the Coalition.

      “Juliard, analyze the energy signature at the center—that purple light.” Fizgig walked closer to the screen, bending to peer at the station.

      “Sir, it’s putting out far more power than any of our reactors,” Juliard confirmed. “An order of magnitude more. The only thing we’ve got on this scale is a Helios Gate.” She licked her lips, clearly struggling to find words. “I’m not sure I want to know what they need that much power for.”

      “They probably use energy for the same reasons we do. We use the Helios Gates to travel, and it stands to reason they have a similar method. We may be looking at whatever they use to travel between star systems.” Fizgig returned to her chair, settling on the cushions again. “Specialist Tag, bring up a tactical report for the surface. Are the teams in position yet?”

      “Yes, sir, they’ve begun advancing toward the target.” The specialist, a white-furred Tigris who’d yet to adopt a pride, tapped away at his keyboard. The view screen showed the surface. Twelve mechs trotted through the dust, moving in double file.

      If their structures had the same uses as those of the Tigris, it looked like they were headed toward some kind of coliseum—a massive domed structure with many entrances and exits. That would make it a nightmare to defend. Why choose such a location?

      Fizgig’s tail swished back and forth behind her, mirroring her mood.

      “Put me through to Major Reval. Audio only,” she ordered.

      “You’re on, sir,” Juliard replied.

      “Reval, this is Fizgig. I see twelve mechs, not sixteen. Where’s the last quarter of your forces?”

      “You said I had operational authority, Admiral. Is this really the time to be questioning my deployment tactics?”

      Fizgig bristled inwardly, but forced her tail to stillness. “You do have authority, but I want to make sure this isn’t part of your petty human politics. I know you dislike Nolan.”

      Juliard and Tag shared a significant glance. Fizgig pretended she didn’t see it.

      “I thought you had more respect for me, Admiral. My personal feelings do not ever influence the decisions I make during an op. I ordered Nolan to stay behind and secure the landing site, because we need to ensure we have a way out of here.” Reval’s voice was clotted with anger. “Since you’ve made it personal, sir, are you sure you’re not just being overprotective of your favorite student?”

      “I am old, Major, but I am still Tigris,” Fizgig said, matter-of-factly. “If you speak to me in such a manner again, I will kill you. You know enough of my history to know that’s not an idle boast. I need skilled officers, Reval, and you are that. But I will not have insubordination infesting my ranks. The 1st Fleet has a sterling reputation—Earth’s finest, is that not what you call yourselves?”

      “You know it is.”

      “Then act like it,” Fizgig snapped. “Carry out your mission. I will be watching.”

      “Acknowledged. Reval out.”

      The connection went dead, but the view screen continued to show the mechs. They’d started fanning out and were now covering the southern side of the coliseum. Three transports pulled up behind them, and three dozen marines spread out between the mechs. A single squad broke from their ranks, moving to one of the doors. They slipped inside, while the rest of the company waited.

      Nearly a minute later, the squad still hadn’t emerged. Four mechs raised their cannons, focusing on the coliseum wall. They made a mech-sized breach, and the war machines began moving into the structure.

      “Move to the pilot’s view,” Fizgig ordered. It would annoy Reval even further, but so long as she didn’t interfere he’d have nothing to gripe about. She needed to learn everything about her opponent, as soon as that information was available.

      The view screen shifted, now showing the perspective of the lead mech. The view bobbed up and down as it moved down a hallway just barely big enough to accommodate its bulk. It paused next to a wall it couldn’t pass, then opened up with a full barrage from its particle cannon. The wall melted to slag, exposing the inside of the coliseum.

      It was entirely familiar, exactly what she’d have expected on a Tigris or human world. Rows of seats stretched all the way to the top, and the middle was a rusty-red field. In the center of that field, a fortification had been erected—a crudely designed cube with slits that could be fired through.

      The cube was easily as tall as one of the mechs, and the defenders were large enough to fire through. That meant whatever they were fighting was as large or larger than their own mechanized units.

      The camera shifted violently as the mech carrying it was knocked to the ground in a massive explosion. Its metallic arm went sailing past, then the camera went dark.

      The view returned a moment later, this time showing the perspective of a mech waiting outside. Explosions came from within the coliseum, but it wasn’t yet clear who was fighting.

      “Admiral Fizgig, this is Major Reval. We’ve confirmed that this was indeed an ambush. The transponders are coming from a fortified position, but I doubt our men are inside. I’m confident we can get the upper hand here. Request instructions.”

      “Fall back to the ships, Major. I suspect this is merely the prelude to the true ambush.” Fizgig dug her claws into a cushion, shredding it, then turned to Juliard. “Order all vessels to activate cloaking devices and move to the planet’s nadir. Inform the fleet to ready for battle.”
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      Red sand whirled and eddied around the mech’s canopy, hiding everything except for the looming shadows of the towering buildings. Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the storm died. The wind fell away, and the sand settled.

      The sky brightened, giving Nolan his first real look at the city around him. It suddenly made sense that the spires all had that blasted look; they’d been exposed to these winds for centuries, slowly carving them away. It must have been centuries since this place had been populated by the people who’d built them to begin with.

      “Captain.” Edwards’s voice came over the comm. “I’m getting really antsy.”

      “Did you see something, Private?” Nolan checked his gauges, looking for anything that might suggest they were under attack.

      “Negative, sir.” Edwards didn’t sound convinced, and Nolan had learned to trust the grunt’s hunches.

      Lena spoke up. “I might have something, Captain. There’s seismic activity coming from one of those mounds—wait, make that two of the mounds. Something is definitely happening inside.”

      Nolan faced his mech toward the coliseum, but there was too much obscuring his vision. He couldn’t see the building, or any of Alpha Company.

      Hannan’s voice broke over the com, sounding cool but concerned. “Sir, I think I just saw an explosion. There’s fighting outside the coliseum—these big, red, armored, ape-looking things. Looks like we’re getting it from two sides.”

      Nolan tapped a button inside his glove. “Major Reval, sir, this is Captain Nolan. Please respond.” He waited a precise three seconds, then repeated the message. Nothing. “Lena, do you have a way to detect jamming?”

      A little window popped up on his screen, showing the Tigris. “You think they have a way to block quantum entanglement?”  She licked her chops, exposing two-inch fangs. “So far as we know, that’s impossible.”

      “Yeah, so far as we know—but we aren’t getting a response from Reval, and I don’t want to risk giving away the fleet’s position by radioing them.”

      “What do you want to do, sir?” Hannan asked.

      “Let’s move out. We’re going to go help with those ape things. Annie, I want you to stay back and watch the ships. If anyone approaches, call it in and then evac. Is that clear?”

      “If I see anyone, I squawk about it, then run,” Annie drawled back. “That about the size of it?”

      “That’s the size of it. Hannan, Edwards, form up on me. Let’s see if we can flank these things.”

      Nolan started his mech into a lumbering run, its giant strides leaving huge furrows in the freshly packed rust. He darted through a hollowed-out building into a mostly intact alleyway next to a skyscraper that had kept most of its foundation.

      Edwards fell in behind him, and Nolan spotted Hannan not much farther back. They moved quickly. Efficiently.

      Forty seconds later, Nolan came around the corner of an ancient warehouse, right into the middle of a firefight. It was taking place a block up the street—half a dozen armored figures engaging Reval’s company.

      They were, as Hannan had said, wearing scarlet armor, and their long arms and thick bodies did make them resemble gorillas. Each set of armor was a little different and clearly crafted for a specific owner. One had stylized golden wings painted across the chest. Another had five black lines on one forearm, and three on another.

      They seemed to use a mix of melee and ranged weapons, all with impressive ferocity. They were a little taller than his mech, but not much. Nolan, already drawing a bead on his chosen target, hoped that put them on about even footing.

      “We start on the left flank. Edwards, take the first one. Hannan, the second. I’ll axe the third. Use restrained volleys.”

      He thumbed the trigger, and his particle cannon kicked backward. A stream of plasma pulses shot into his opponent’s back, knocking the ape into a waist-high pile of rust. Nolan squeezed the trigger a second time, hitting the exact same spot. The armor heated, then melted.

      The armored gorilla thing started climbing to its feet, so Nolan shot it again—this time in the faceplate. The first pulse only knocked it back a step, but the second and third melted the faceplate. The thing collapsed, and didn’t rise.

      “Aim for the faces, people!” Nolan spared a moment to see how his squad was doing. Both Hannan and Edwards had downed their targets, and they were already walking up the line to the next targets.

      Nolan joined in, and they cut down a trio of apes.

      “Looks like they’re aware of us. Fall back to cover. Now.” Nolan turned and sprinted, sliding behind a worn wall that was all that remained of the building.

      Hannan made it into cover, but three of the apes took aim at Edwards with long, black rifles. They fired red blasts of unfamiliar energy. The first missed, but the second and third hit Edwards in the back. He was knocked forward, a shower of sparks arcing from his back.

      He stumbled to his feet and kept running, then juked left into an alleyway to break line of sight. “That was close,” he reported over the comm. “I took some damage.”

      “Hang in there, Private. Sit tight, and we’ll get you some cover fire.” Nolan leaned from behind a wall and fired a quick flurry of shots. Two apes ducked behind cover, but not before he tagged one of them in the arm. “Hannan, can you get me a count on these things?”

      “I count eight survivors, sir.” Hannan was panting, and sounded distracted. “We chewed ’em up pretty bad, but there’s still a lot of ’em.”

      “All we have to do is hold them in place,” Nolan replied grimly. “If I’m right about Alpha’s response times, we’re about to get reinforcements.”

      As if on queue, the stutter of multiple plasma cannons came from farther up the thoroughfare. Reval’s company had broken through the enemy lines, and were gunning down apes.

      “All right, people, get on them.” Nolan leaned the mech from cover again, stitching a line of shots just above an ape’s head. The ape turned in his direction, but Nolan fired again. This time he caught the ape in the chest, and it tumbled out of sight.

      A stream of mechs trotted down the road in a wedge formation, Reval’s B-class mech in the lead. The booster mech was taller and lighter than a standard Linebacker class, and had a bulky rocket pack strapped to the back. That and the foot thrusters allowed the B-class to stay airborne for short periods of time, or to serve as a fully mobile fighter in a vacuum.

      “Captain Nolan, you’ve disobeyed a direct order,” Reval snapped. “You were to guard the ships, but you deserted your post. Explain yourself.”

      Nolan was already tired of Reval’s self-righteous attitude. “Sir, the enemy was jamming us so I couldn’t request permission. Lieutenant Hannan saw your company engaged with unknown hostiles, and when we didn’t hear back we came running. Respectfully, sir, we just saved your asses.”

      “Yes, but at what cost? The ships are unprotected. Unless you left a rearguard? I don’t see that moonshine-swilling mongrel you keep around.”

      “I left Annie behind to alert us if they make an attack on the ships. We can get there quickly if we move now.”

      “Let’s get to it—but remember, son, this isn’t over. I’m going to have you officially reprimanded when the dust settles. You’re an asset, but you’re too full of yourself, too sure you always know what’s best. That kind of attitude can get men killed. You need to be taken down a peg or three, to learn to follow the damned orders you’re given, even if you don’t understand the reasons for them.”

      Nolan endured the tirade, refusing to get into an argument. He’d dealt with this attitude often since the Coalition had formed the expeditionary fleets, though Reval was a lot more vocal about his problems than most of the other officers Nolan dealt with.

      Frantic beeping came from Nolan’s screen. The seismic activity in the two mounds had increased by 200%. The ground began to shake, and it took everything Nolan had to keep the mech’s balance. The buildings around them heaved and swayed, and some of the older ones fell with ponderous crashes. They sent up enormous whirls of rust, and Nolan could hear a faint scream from a marine who’d been pinned under a fractured pylon. Nolan turned his mech toward the closest mound, trying to figure out what was causing the shaking.

      A metallic claw the size of an aircraft carrier punched through the rusted metal, knocking chunks of metal away from the mound.

      The claw punched through again, this time followed by a bizarre reptilian creature. The thing had to be two or three thousand meters tall, and its mouth could have swallowed Reval’s cruiser without needing to chew. Much of its body had been replaced with cybernetics. One arm ended in a three-pronged claw, and the other held a cannon of truly terrifying size. It was bigger than anything Nolan had seen on a Primo ship, maybe even bigger than the Forge’s main cannon.

      The mountain-sized creature paused, turning its green-scaled head toward the sky. It bellowed, and the resulting wave of sound rolled over the city. Smaller and weaker spires crumbled to dust, destroyed by the magnitude of the sound that had come out of the creature.

      “Get back to the ships,” Reval roared over the comm.

      “You heard the man,” Nolan said to his squad. He coaxed the mech into motion, running like hell.
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      “Annie, give me a sitrep.” Nolan guided his mech back the way they’d come, massive strides eating up the distance to the rust-covered field where they’d parked the ships.

      “There’s a mountain-sized dinosaur-looking thing that looks a tad pissed off. It’s kinda eyeing the ships like it don’t like ’em too much.” Annie’s voice quavered. “Sir, if you can get back here quickly I’d appreciate it.”

      Nolan glanced out the viewport. The monstrosity took a step toward them, triggering another quake. Nolan stumbled to one knee, catching the mech against a discarded freighter wing. A wave of rusty wind blasted over them, strong enough to rock the mech back a step.

      “Captain, there’s another one of those things,” Hannan called over the comm. “Eight o’clock, sir.”

      “Acknowledged, Lieutenant.” Nolan opened a private channel to Reval. “Major, we’ve sighted a second bogey. Since they’re coming from these mounds, I suspect they’ve got a third, too. Annie also spotted another wave of those armored gorillas.”

      “Thanks for the information, Captain,” Reval shot back. “Now get your ass back to the ships.”

      Alpha Company fanned out behind them, every mech sprinting for all it was worth. Nolan jumped over a low wall, landing in a puff of rust. He could see the landing zone now. Behind it towered the monstrosity. The cannon was ponderously slow, but it had finally swung around into position.

      “Annie, get out of there. Get out, now,” he roared, pouring on the speed. The engine roared beneath him, filling the cockpit with a wave of heat. Nolan raced ahead of the other mechs, trying to reach Annie.

      A hellish glow came from the cannon, and a high-pitched whine set Nolan’s teeth on edge. The glow built into scarlet brilliance, discharging in a beam of divine fury. It scorched the earth, obliterating everything it touched. Buildings, people, vehicles, and piles of rust were reduced to a glassy black smudge.

      The beam washed over the landing zone, wider than a city block. The ships it touched directly were reduced to atoms, and everything else was flung away in a massive explosion. Reval’s cruiser and the corvettes flanking it simply ceased to exist.

      “Annie, no!” Nolan circled the destruction, looking for any sign of her mech among the flaming wreckage. There was nothing.

      “Alpha Company, form up.” Reval ordered. “We’ve got hostiles advancing. Use the buildings as visual cover from that monster. At least we can fight the little ones. Captain Nolan, looks like parking off by yourself wasn’t such a bad plan after all.”

      “What do you want me to do, sir?” Nolan forced the words past the numbness. He refused to accept that she was dead.

      “Take the Peregrine back to the fleet. I’m already uploading all the footage from Alpha Company.”

      “Yes, sir.” Nolan switched to squad only. “You heard the man. Let’s get moving. Now people.”

      “What about Annie?” Edwards choked out. “She might still be alive.”

      “We don’t have time. Reval will have to help her.” Nolan hated himself, but he compartmentalized his emotions. There’d be a price, but he could pay that if they survived.

      Shots rang out behind them as Alpha Company moved to intercept the wave of apes. At least that monster hadn’t fired again. The Peregrine was parked out of sight, so it was possible they hadn’t detected her. He hoped so anyway.

      They sprinted down an alleyway, sparks shooting from the walls as Nolan’s mech scraped the narrowest parts. Then they emerged into the empty lot where the Peregrine waited. She was covered in the shadow of a mostly intact spire, powered down.

      “Kay, get the ship running,” Nolan ordered. “Hot-fire it. We need to get out of here now.” He sprinted up the open hatchway, guiding his mech into the stall. Hannan and Edwards came in on his heels, moving to their respective bays.

      “Done, Captain,” Kay said. “The engines were still warm from our arrival. I can have us airborne in twelve seconds. Shall I open a channel to the fleet?”

      “Do that. Hopefully your transmitter is powerful enough to punch through their jamming.” Nolan brought up the data from the Peregrine’s sensors, and watched as the battle outside filled his screen.

      The apes had pinned Alpha Company inside the museum he’d passed. Another rust storm had started, still light but growing heavier. The ship shook as one of the monstrosities took another step. It was going to line up a shot on the museum.

      “Reval,” Nolan said, “you need to get your people out of there. You might be able to use the storm as cover. That thing will be in position to fire soon.”

      “Acknowledged.” Reval’s voice crackled, fighting the jamming. “Don’t worry about us. Get airborne, and get word back to the admiral.”

      The engines rumbled to life, and the Peregrine lifted off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Invasion

          

        

      

    

    
      “Admiral, we’re picking up a massive energy surge from the station,” Juliard called.

      “Magnify,” Fizgig ordered. The view screen zoomed in to show the spider-like station. The light between the spires was growing by the moment, a sharp purple with blazing white at the center.

      Then space ruptured and tore, and a hole appeared between the spires. Ships—dozens of them—began to emerge through that hole. Most were smaller cruisers, backed by an arachnid ship that might be destroyer class.

      The ships were black, with purplish light leaking from reactors, and organic looking—though Fizgig hoped that was merely appearance.

      Behind the destroyers came a handful of larger capital ships, bristling with weaponry. Each had a main cannon embedded down the ship’s mainline and dozens of smaller turrets to repel assaults by fighters, corvettes, or frigates. The entire top of each of the capital ships was covered in a sleek canopy that somehow left the ship looking like a one-eyed spider.

      The enemy fleet flowed from the station toward the planet, directly over the city where her forces had engaged the enemy. She didn’t know how the ground team was faring, but it wouldn’t matter if that fleet reached them.

      “Plot a course to the enemy’s rear. I want all ships to engage the rear capital ship—it’s lagging a little behind the others. Have Khar scramble his booster mechs. I want them in the fray by the time we reach our target.”

      Techs bent to their terminals, a flurry of orders rippling out to the fleet. Her corvettes and one of her cruisers were on the ground, but Fizgig had two destroyers, three cruisers, and six frigates. The Mendez, the flagship of the Coalition of United Races, was the only capital ship. It boasted Primo tech bolstered by human and Tigris engineering.

      The vessel had been designed to run with six crew, despite being large enough to accommodate up to twenty-eight hundred. The ship was all but automated, kept repaired and running by a small fleet of mechanized drones. Given the diminished populations of all three member races, the Coalition’s R&D department had made the right decision.

      The Mendez was truly impressive, and had she been battling Void Wraith, Fizgig would have approached confidently. But this was an entirely new species. Who knew what they were capable of? That was why she was committing her entire force to attacking a single enemy vessel: she wanted to be certain she destroyed it, and that meant overwhelming force.

      Khar’s squadron of mechs flowed out of the hangar like shrike bats, dozens of them fanning out to engulf the enemy ship. The booster mechs moved nearly as fast as Tigris darts, and had many advantages that darts did not. They had much greater maneuverability and nearly as much speed, and because they were mechs they were adaptable to nearly any type of combat.

      After each mech exited her vessel they engaged their cloaking, fading from sight. Thus far, it appeared the enemy hadn’t detected them.

      “Admiral,” Juliard called, “all ships have firing solutions.”

      “Fire at will.” Fizgig dug her claws into her cushion, her slitted eyes fixed on the view screen. They would learn something vital in these next few seconds.

      A barrage of missiles, gauss cannons, and particle blasts shot from the fleet, converging on the enemy capital ship’s rightmost engine. The particle cannon volley reached it first, exposing an energy field that rippled into view as the assault struck. The area around the impacts went from a soft blue to a bright red as it blocked the barrage.

      Then the missiles began to hit. The first few volleys detonated on the shield, but the last streaked into the unprotected engine. It was surprisingly sturdy, but finally sputtered out after the last few impacts.

      Had that same volley been leveled at her ship, Fizgig thought, there would be nothing left but debris.

      “Khar, get inside that shield. Disable their main cannon before they can turn it on our fleet.” She tapped a button on the arm of her chair, and the screen pulled back to show the entire enemy fleet.

      They’d already begun to adjust their attitude. They recognized her vessel as having command, and were moving to encircle her. The enemy fleet was roughly three times the size of her own, and—if the single exchange was any indication—they were also more advanced.

      “Admiral,” the same tech called, refusing to meet her gaze, “Captain Khet is suggesting we flee.”

      “Running means abandoning our ground team. Order all vessels to move in close to the capital ship we just damaged. Assuming Khar can disable the cannon, we’ll use it as cover, protecting us from the other capital ships.” That would buy them time—but only a little. They’d still need to deal with the enemy’s smaller ships. “Khar, after you finish the main gun, eliminate all surface cannons on the aft side. We cannot allow this behemoth to fire at us point blank.”

      A flood of shimmering specks pushed through the gaps in the enemy shields, drawing a smile from Fizgig.

      Khar would show the enemy that her fleet had teeth.
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      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar boomed into the comm.

      His synthetic voice was nearly identical to the one he’d been born with—just one more well-crafted detail the designers had thought of. In many ways he still felt Tigris, and he certainly still looked it.

      A scan would reveal otherwise, of course. Khar’s nervous system had been fitted into a core, which inserted into a cube-shaped slot between his shoulder blades.

      “It’s Admiral now, Khar. We are in a new military. We must adapt to new ways.” Fizgig’s scolding held no real heat.

      Khar tapped the stirrups with his feet, feathering the booster mech’s thrusters. The motion lined him up with the rippling gap in the shield over the enemy vessel. He fired the larger booster mounted to the mech’s back, shooting through the gap toward the dark surface of the enemy ship.

      The mech’s view screen was masterfully designed, showing everything from target distance to how many missiles Khar had remaining. A holographic window popped up, showing an unknown chemical composition.

      “I do not know what material this ship is forged from,” Khar said, “but it is more dense than our own armor. All units, focus your fire on the assembly connected to the aft side of the cannon.”

      His men responded instantly, winging their mechs toward the new target.

      Khar thumbed his missiles, sending a spray of six toward the target. They detonated, the explosions made tiny by the truly massive cannon. His weapons inflicted no visible damage. Other missiles impacted, then there was a flurry of particle cannon shots.

      No visible effect.

      “Mighty Khar,” Pawna growled into the comm. “The enemy has dispatched fighters. They travel in groups of three. Based on their current trajectory, they will reach us in less than sixty seconds.”

      Dodging a scarlet blast from a nearby turret, Khar considered the dilemma. Dozens of similar turrets were struggling vainly to pick off his squadron, but they were clearly designed to deal with larger targets.

      “Focus on the smaller turrets on the aft side,” Khar ordered, banking his mech behind one of them. He fired his particle cannon at the base, wave after wave of blue pulses lancing into the dark metal. It began to glow and smolder, even as the top of the cannon swiveled in his direction. “Keep behind them. It looks like the base of the turret is vulnerable, and our particle cannons can destroy them.”

      Khar finally hit something sensitive in the base of the turret, and a sharp scarlet welled up in the sides. The weapon misfired, destroying itself in a spectacular explosion.

      Khar’s HUD showed the enemy fighters now, nearly upon him. He zipped into a tight turn, banking in a way that would have made him black out, were he flesh and blood. His synthetic body allowed him to do things he’d never have dreamed of back when he was merely a Tigris, and today it appeared he would need access to all of those abilities.

      All around him, his fighters savaged the turrets and cannons, but there were so many of them. He didn’t know what they were made of, but it took an obscene amount of damage to render them inoperable. He only had so much ordnance.

      And there was still the matter of the main cannon.

      Even as he thought it, the entire ship began to glow. Scarlet brilliance lanced from the main cannon, slamming into the Perihelion, a medium-sized human cruiser that had been refitted after the war with the Void Wraith. In the wake of the enemy weapon, the vessel simply ceased to exist, becoming nothing more than an afterimage.

      Khar extended the mech’s right hand, and a three-meter plasma blade hummed to life. He dropped toward another turret, ramming the blade through the base. He carved a savage path, much more quickly than he’d managed with the particle cannon. Behind him, a turret began to turn. Khar darted forward, ducking behind the turret he’d been attacking. The second turret fired, a scarlet beam punching into the turret Khar was using for cover. The resulting explosion bounced him off the deck, and back into the air.

      Warning lights flared on his HUD, showing damage to his right thruster. He’d lost armor over the right leg and the waist. Khar smiled and flew down to a turret, landing on top of it. He waited for the chime of an enemy lock to sound through the cockpit, then kicked off his perch. A moment later, enemy fire hit that position, obliterating the turret he’d been standing on.

      Then there was no more time for antics. Enemy fighters screamed by overhead, each trio of arachnid ships homing in on one of Khar’s squadron. His mechs were outnumbered, but fighting against the Void Wraith had taught him that few combat situations were ideal.

      On the plus side, the enemy turrets had begun firing much less often once their own fighters arrived. That meant it was a straight fight between warriors.

      “Break into your assigned pairs,” he roared. “Go offensive. Teach these poor fools of the Tigris. Teach them of death.”

      Khar dropped to the deck, hugging the surface of the enemy ship as he zoomed past turrets and trenches. One of the enemy fighters dropped into line behind him, firing a single coherent beam. The shot narrowly missed Khar’s right arm, scoring the hull of the vessel below.

      He flipped his mech so he was facing his enemies, then fired all thrusters. His sudden momentum carried him toward the enemy, and their beams all passed well beneath him. Khar thumbed his missile release, using a full volley of twelve. They engulfed the first vessel, which made no move to avoid them.

      The explosions didn’t tear the ship apart, but they did alter its course. The vessel careened into its wingman, which knocked both into the dreadnought below.

      The first fighter detonated, sending out a cloud of superheated debris. Khar was already past it, turning for another strafing run. The pair of surviving fighters were struggling to come around.

      “They’re slower than us, and a lot less maneuverable—but they’re tough. Stay mobile, and only take shots you know you can hit. We have the advantage, if we’re careful.”

      Khar kicked out his legs, firing both thrusters to bleed his momentum. The enemy fighters shot toward him, and Khar stretched out a metallic hand to grab the corner of his opponent’s wing as it zipped by. The heavier fighter shook as Khar swung himself onto it, but he tightened his grip and used his legs to straddle the canopy.

      He couldn’t see inside, but he didn’t really need to. He plunged his crackling plasma blade into the strange dark metal. Sparks shot off, but the weapon barely scored the hull.

      The fighter dove suddenly, twisting toward a tower. Khar realized what it was trying to do: put him in a direct line of sight of the tower. He fired all thrusters, dragging the fighter into the path of the cannon. The cannon fired, and the ship he was riding became a rapidly expanding fireball. Khar rode that fireball into the air as an idea began to form.

      “We must use their technology against them. Get the turrets to fire on their fighters. Use their size and ferocity against them.” Khar righted his course, looking for his next target.

      Many of the turrets on the aft side had been destroyed, providing Fizgig’s fleet with cover. Unfortunately, the cannon was still the major issue. It fired once every forty seconds, and every time it loosed another blast, one of their ships ceased to exist.

      “Mighty Khar, honor my name,” Pawna’s solemn voice echoed over the calm.

      Khar pivoted his mech, straining to catch sight of Pawna. Fear rippled through him when he saw what his companion was attempting. Pawna was riding a damaged enemy fighter, aimed directly at the assembly they’d tried to destroy earlier. The cannon began to warm, the whole vessel vibrating as it prepared to kill another of Fizgig’s vessels.

      Khar winced as Pawna impacted with the assembly, and both he and the enemy fighter detonated. When the flames cleared, the assembly was nothing more than melted slag. The energy in the cannon continued to build. And build. And build.

      “Get clear,” Khar roared. “All vessels, retreat to the Mendez.”

      Mechs fought to disengage, rising from the enemy vessel in a cloud. Just in time. The cannon detonated, flinging millions of tons of shrapnel in all directions. Khar experienced brief elation, but it faded when he realized that the enemy ship was still intact.

      What did it take to kill these things?
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      The Peregrine zipped between rusted spires, dodging a hail of plasma from the trio of pursuing fighters. Nolan watched the feed from his cockpit, wincing as a scarlet blast scored the hull above the engine.

      “Captain.” Kay spoke from his mech’s speakers. “I’ve established a connection to the flag ship. The admiral is on the line.”

      “Admiral, this is Captain Nolan. Things are bad down here.”

      His stomach lurched as Kay guided the ship into a tight dive, then came up short as the enemy’s mountain-sized creature fired again.

      The lumbering reptile aimed its cannon at the city—a city teeming with local citizens. A subsonic hum built, one that Nolan could hear clearly, even inside his mech. The weapon’s discharge vaporized several city blocks, and a billowing cloud of flame expanded around them. He could feel the ship rattle from the force of the explosion.

      “Acknowledged, Nolan. Can you make it back to the fleet?” Fizgig’s voice was calm, but Nolan knew her well enough to know she was agitated.

      “Negative. If we go airborne, we’re going to have to deal with those fighters—not to mention these giant mech-creatures. I’m broadcasting all sensor data so you have something to work with.”

      “If you can make low orbit, I’ll detach Khar’s squadron, and have him escort you back.”

      “Negative, sir,” Nolan countered. The reptile was lining up another shot, and Nolan’s hands tightened instinctively on the mech’s controls. He hated being this powerless. “There’s no way we can break orbit, and you’re going to lose a lot of men trying. Major Reval is cut off, presumed dead. All other ships have been destroyed, and it’s unlikely we’ll survive either. Take the data and get the hell out of here.”

      There was a long moment of silence, then Fizgig spoke again. “I order you to survive, Nolan. Find a way to live. Go to ground, and use these storms as cover.”

      Nolan knew how unlikely their survival was, but he also had a duty to try. “I’m not sure that’s possible, sir, but we’ll do our best.”

      “Do it. We need data on these new enemies. You’re going to get us that data. Stay alive, learn all you can, and be ready for our return. We will come for you, Nolan, and we will have vengeance on this new enemy.” Fizgig’s voice quavered in a way Nolan had never heard before. She rarely showed emotion.

      “Acknowledged, sir. We’ll find a way.”

      The ship shuddered as something impacted against one of the engines. Their momentum slowed, though they were still flying.

      “Captain,” Kay said, “we’ve lost the aft engine. Thrust reduced to 47%. The fighters are gaining on us.”

      “Kay, there’s a gathering storm about half a click south. I want you to take the ship in. Fly low, and use the buildings for cover.” It wasn’t much of a chance, but it was possible they could survive in that storm. If they crashed, it would take the enemy time to find them—assuming their sensors were blind, too.

      If not, this was going to be a very short chase.

      The ship lurched again, then accelerated violently forward. Warning klaxons sounded from the mech bay, and the ship began a continuous shudder.

      “Captain, we’ve lost all engines. That last shot was close enough to do catastrophic damage. I’ve adjusted our course to take us into the storm, as requested. I recommend preparing for impact.”

      “Heads up, Delta Squad. We’re coming in hard. Strap yourself in as best you can, and be ready to evacuate the second we touch down.”

      Assuming they survived the crash, of course.

      “You heard the captain,” Hannan barked. “Edwards, you’re going to be the first out. I’ll bring up the rear.”

      Nolan’s head snapped forward, his helmet slapping into the view screen. The mech strained against the straps keeping it in the bay, until those straps finally snapped. Nolan’s mech tumbled forward, and he struggled in vain to catch hold of anything to halt his fall.

      The bay spun wildly, finally stopping as the ship slammed into something. Nolan tumbled the length of the mech bay, finally stopping against the rear hatch. Several yellow lights flared on the view screen, but all critical systems were, miraculously, intact.

      “Everyone still with us?” Nolan asked over the comm.

      “Here sir.” Edwards had managed to stay in his mech bay, and was extracting himself from a tangle of wires.

      Hannan voice crackled over the com. “I’m a little battered, but good to go, sir. My reactor is leaking heat, but I can probably lock it down if we get somewhere safe enough to affect repairs.”

      “Noted. We’re going to be walking into one of those rust storms, so we won’t be able to see shit. Stay within visual range. We can’t afford to get separated.” Nolan guided the mech back to its feet, resting a metal hand against the hatch. “Kay, are you still with us?”

      “Yes, Captain. The Peregrine is in bad shape, I’m afraid. She won’t fly again without extensive repairs.” Kay’s voice managed to convey sadness, a testament to Kathryn’s work on the synthetic core.

      “Download your primary matrix into my mech’s core,” Nolan ordered. “We’re not leaving you for them to find.” He planted both metal hands on the manual release lever, thankful for the mech’s increased strength. There was no way a person could have opened the hatch.

      “Thank you, Captain.” Kay’s voice was full of gratitude. “I’m transferring my primary functions to your mech’s core. It will override the existing operating system.”

      “That’s fine. You’re capable of doing everything it can, and we can’t afford to let the enemy get their hands on you. You can tell them everything about our military. Besides, I like having you around.” Nolan kept his tone light, though he found it odd to be bantering with a virtual intelligence like he would have her flesh-and-blood counterpart.

      He tugged on the release lever, and the Peregrine’s hatch groaned reluctantly open. The wind outside howled, filling the mech bay with a thick cloud of orange-brown rust. The hatch ground to a halt three feet before it should have, but the opening was enough to squeeze through.

      “Let’s move, people. I’m really not looking forward to meeting the locals.”
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      Fizgig studied the view screen, watching as the enemy fleet moved to encircle hers. They were stronger, more numerous, and on their own territory. They held every advantage—every advantage except one.

      They’d never faced the Tigris, made even more potent by the addition of their human allies.

      At every turn, the Void Wraith had outnumbered and outgunned them, yet in the end Tigris ingenuity had won them that war. Well, the humans had helped, of course—but it had been a Tigris paw that had delivered the killing shot to the giant eye, whose corpse still orbited the humans’ home world.

      “Order the fleet to maneuver within three hundred meters of each other,” Fizgig commanded.

      Juliard relayed her orders, and the fleet tightened into formation.

      “Move alongside the enemy hull, over the area where Khar’s squadron cleared the cannons.”

      The fleet moved seamlessly toward the enemy, the ship looming across the entire view screen. The midnight vessel was even larger than the few Primo carriers still in service.

      Fizgig planned to use their size against them. Normally, in space, you had to be concerned with attacks from every direction. Enemies could adjust their attitude to attack wherever you were weak, probing your defenses from all directions. It was something many terrestrial commanders were unprepared for, since they thought in the more linear way afforded by fighting on a planet with gravity. In space, there was no up.

      She was recapturing that advantage, forcing the enemy to come at her through controlled channels. They had to maneuver around their own ship, coming at her in a trickle instead of a flood. If they didn’t take great care with their attacks, they’d likely inflict as much damage on their own ship as they did on her.

      Eventually the other enemy capital ships would circle around to get a clear shot, but Fizgig had until then to make her escape.

      “Khar, I have more work for you. After the next volley, I want you to pierce their shields again. Continue your work with the enemy cannons, this time on the port side of the hull. We’ll rotate the fleet around them, using their ship for cover.”

      The Mendez fired another volley, and the other ships followed suit. They couldn’t destroy the juggernaut, but they weakened the shields long enough for Khar’s squadron to pierce them. The booster mechs screamed along the hull, picking off cannon after cannon. Now that the enemy’s fighters had been dealt with, Khar had free reign to destroy. For the moment, at least.

      Above, Fizgig could see another spidery capital ship creeping into view, seconds from lining up a kill shot on her ship. Behind it, she spotted two similar vessels, also getting into position to fire.

      “Adjust course heading to oh nine five,” Fizgig ordered.

      The fleet moved, creeping along the length of the giant vessel. They used its massive limbs as cover, breaking line of sight with the enemy capital ships. Their greater maneuverability served them well, but it was merely a stalling tactic. Unless she got them out of there, eventually they’d be surrounded.

      Fizgig considered the situation carefully. To escape, they must reach the sun. Their cloaking was effective, but many vessels had suffered damage and couldn’t cloak. Their only way out was to run, and pray to the goddess that some of them made it. All she could do was maximize their odds.

      “Complete one more revolution along the hull,” she ordered. “Slow our progress by twenty percent.” Her fleet slowed, and the enemy began to narrow the gap.

      She judged their progress, smiling grimly. They’d think they were catching up, and that might make them too eager. The dark vessels swarmed closer. Below them the planet loomed, an angry red-brown sea of rust.

      Once the enemy fleet had committed, Fizgig turned to Juliard. “Accelerate to maximum. Order all vessels to make for the Helios Gate.”

      They rose from the enemy dreadnought, interposing it between them and the enemy fleet, and struggled to get around the behemoth. Missiles and plasma streaked in their direction.

      “Starburst pattern.”

      Her fleet broke away, each vessel getting as far from the others as possible. Since they were all Helios-capable, there was no reason they needed to stay together. Those capable of cloaking did so, shimmering from both visibility and sensors. The rest pushed for the sun at full speed, the frigates quickly outpacing a wounded destroyer.

      The enemy fleet began to accelerate as well, but their vessels were ponderously slow. Fizgig’s fleet crept toward the sun, while the enemy fell steadily behind.

      “Sir, the Tigrana’s Grace has lost two engines,” Juliard said. “She’s now within the enemy’s range.” Her face had gone ashen, and her eyes were fixed on the view screen.

      Fizgig forced herself to watch as well.

      One of the enemy’s main cannons warmed up, and a sharp red beam lanced into the fleet. A frigate was sliced in half, and the beam continued into the wounded Tigrana’s Grace.

      The destroyer detonated a moment later, killing over two hundred men and women.

      A flurry of similar beams lanced out, catching the wounded frigate and one of its companions. Frantic cries came over the comm in fragments, until Juliard quietly shut it off.

      The price was bitter, yet the rest of them had nearly reached the sun. The enemy vessels broke off their pursuit, falling back to their world.

      Fizgig closed her eyes. She couldn’t ever remember being this tired. She’d lost nearly a third of her fleet, without inflicting a single loss on her enemy.

      “Make for the Helios Gate. I want a secure connection to President Dryker the moment we emerge.”
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            Krekon

          

        

      

    

    
      Takkar’s fur had settled to a deep red-black. He paced the length of the dais at the center of his command island, the full majesty of his dreadnought stretching into the distance. Hundreds of islands rotated slowly beneath him in various sizes and shapes. None were as large or opulent as his cluster, yet today that did nothing to sooth his ire.

      Above, the entire hull appeared to lie open to space, thanks to the techsmiths and their illusions. A sea of stars, broken only by the orange-brown glow of the planet below and the white-yellow star in the distance.

      The blackness should also contain the enemy fleet, but those who’d survived the fury of his dreadnoughts had somehow vanished from sight.

      He crooked a furry finger, and the Saurian techsmith approached. She wore her grey robes like armor, trying to hide from sight while still performing her duties, and clutched her arcanotome to her chest like a talisman against Ganog rage.

      “How long until their ships are too close to the sun for us to pursue?”

      “F-fourteen seconds, Clan Leader.” The Saurian quivered, giving off the musky reek of fear, powerful enough that Takkar’s lower nostrils closed reflexively. “We are unlikely to inflict further casualties, unless we wish to sacrifice vessels to the sun.”

      “No,” he snarled. “Order the fleet to break off.” He smashed a fist into one of the pylons bordering the dais, and silver sparks shot into the air. His fur lightened to red, and he felt marginally better. “Get me Krekon. Now.”

      “Clan Leader, he is hunting on the planet’s surface,” the Saurian protested.

      Takkar merely looked at her, and she wilted.

      “At once, Clan Leader.” She closed her eyes, and a furious flow of purple pulses moved from her temple to the arcanotome.

      The air before them warped and spun, growing hazy and indistinct. Takkar hated the way his eyes slid off the warped space, and forced himself to stare at it. The warping accelerated; the air brightened.

      Finally it ceased, coalescing into an irate Ganog.

      Krekon’s fur faded to a steely grey, and his eyes narrowed. He held a wicked axe loosely in one hand; the end of that axe was caked with ash and a slick black substance Takkar guessed must be blood. His scarlet armor was scored, but only from the storm. No enemy blade had found Krekon.

      They rarely did, which was why Takkar valued him so highly.

      Krekon glanced around the island, taking in Takkar and the dais. Takkar knew from experience how disorienting warp could be, especially when that warp came as a surprise.

      “Why have you ripped me from the hunt?” Krekon demanded, taking a threatening step toward the dais. “I nearly had them. I—”

      Takkar’s foot lanced out, connecting with Krekon’s jaw. The warrior was flung back, sliding across the ivory metal floor. He rose, wiping blood from his face. It matted in his fur, already clotting.

      “I grant you much latitude, Krekon. More than any other servant.” Takkar took a step as well, looming over the larger Ganog. If it came to a battle, he doubted he could best Krekon. Thankfully, Krekon knew his place. “You are the vassal, and I the lord. Never forget that. Some slights are too great to ignore. You are my best hunter, but if need be I will eat your heart and leave your body in the hot sun for the ka’tok to fight over.”

      “Apologies, Clan Leader. I was tracking these strange aliens, and I nearly had them.” Krekon lowered his eyes. His tone now carried the proper deference, and his fur shifted from deep red to soft brown. “I slew their leader and most of their soldiers. A handful escaped.”

      “You will have time to hunt them. Look,” Takkar roared, stabbing a clawed finger toward the sun. “Our prey escapes.”

      “I do not understand.” Krekon stared curiously toward the sun. “I see no ships, but even if I did they’d be flying to their deaths.”

      “Techsmith.” Takkar seized the Saurian by the neck, hoisting her into the air. “Explain to him how they warp.”

      She struggled, eyes bulging as she gasped out words. “We interrogated one of their leader caste. They utilize something called a Helios Gate to warp between systems. Everything my order knows suggests that’s impossible. A sun is simply too dense to be penetrated, yet somehow they utilize it as a power source.”

      “So they can fly into a sun and survive?” Krekon’s tone was skeptical.

      “The proof is before us. Our ships have already broken off, yet the few vessels we can even see continue toward the sun. What’s more, they emerged from the sun before beginning their assault on the planet.” Takkar’s fur blackened again. “That isn’t why I called you here—their cowardly tactics are. They disabled the Vkash’s Fist, then used it as cover to escape.”

      “They disabled a dreadnought?” Krekon’s shock was total. “Nothing can disable a dreadnought, except a planetstrider.”

      “Yet they managed it. Their tactics were as cowardly as they were infuriating. They used the Vkash’s Fist as a shield to block our ships. They are smaller and lighter, and their maneuverability made catching them all but impossible.”

      “What of our smaller ships? Why didn’t we run them down with fighters? You could launch a cloud that would draw the gaze of the Nameless Ones.”

      “You do not think we tried?” Takkar growled. “We launched a full wing, but they cut through wave after wave whenever we tried to pin them. Their capital ships blew them apart, and I called off the assault. We destroyed vessels as they tried to escape, but nothing larger than a cruiser. Their battleship escaped, with over half the fleet.”

      “This commander is much more formidable than the last we encountered.” Krekon’s fur drifted into a dark green. “Is that why you’ve called me here? You wish me to hunt this commander?”

      “No,” Takkar countered. He stared at the planet hovering above them. “I called you here because I want his warriors alive. They are to be interrogated.”

      “But they are less than ka’tok. They are food for my offspring. Warriors, not leaders.” Krekon’s fur darkened to a disrespectful red-black.

      “Take care, hunter. Remember your place. Remember that they do not have castes, not as we do. Their warriors are their leaders.”

      “Apologies, Clan Leader.” Krekon said again. He bowed his head, but his fur only lightened half a shade. “I will identify the leader of the survivors, and I will bring him to you. Yet his warriors will not come willingly, and I cannot spare them all. Some may die.”

      “As long as the leader survives. Bring him to me. Soon, Krekon, or you will know my displeasure.”

      Takkar waved at the techsmith. She stared blankly for a moment, but then finally grasped his need. Her eyes closed again, and pulses flowed to the her arcanotome. The air around Krekon warped, and he disappeared with a painful pop, leaving Takkar in blessed silence.

      This enemy commander infuriated him. Whoever it was, he was canny, patient, and able to exploit a desperate situation to his own advantage. No species had previously been able to disable a dreadnought, and that meant that this Coalition of Unified Races was indeed formidable. They needed to be enslaved; their might must be added to the Vkash Clan.

      It had been long years since he’d been excited about a campaign, but this one drew him like a flame.

      “I will make war such as this commander has never seen, and he will beg for death before the end.”
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      Annie awakened by degrees. Her head throbbed in time with her heartbeat, and it was dark. She tried to move, then groggily realized she was still strapped into her mech.

      “Must have gone on standby. How long have I been out?”

      She keyed the activation code using the right gauntlet, and the reactor rumbled reluctantly to life. Her screen flickered, then lit. A spiderweb of cracks radiated from the bottom corner, turning the graphs there into multicolored mush. The 3D model representing the mech showed red on everything below the waist. That was bad; it meant both legs were non-functional.

      “Gonna be awfully difficult to run away without legs.”

      Something tapped on the cockpit from the outside. Annie blinked, her heartbeat quickening. Maybe the squad had found her? She activated the external camera, focusing on the figure right outside.

      The screen showed mostly darkness, and it looked like her mech had fallen on its face. A large piece of metal had pinned her against a girder, but that same sheet of metal might have saved her life when the wave of energy had torn apart the ships she’d been guarding.

      The camera finally focused, showing a strange little critter. It was a little taller than a meter, with a stocky body and short, stubby arms. The round head reminded Annie a bit of the animated whale she’d loved as a child. Whatever the thing was, it was wearing the strangest damned suit she’d ever seen. It was milky blue, and covered the thing’s entire body. Only the back of the head was uncovered, and Annie could see what appeared to be…a blowhole?

      Inside the suit was some sort of fluid, coating the alien’s body.

      “What in the galaxy are you?” Annie asked, her speakers broadcasting the words.

      The creature jumped, scrambling backward as it blinked up at the screen. The critter rattled off a stream of gibberish, pointing frantically at something outside Annie’s field of view.

      “I’m guessing you want me to come with you. Not sure if that’s a good idea, but it’s probably smarter than hanging out here waiting for those ape things to show up,” Annie muttered. She tapped the exit sequence, and the hydraulics ground as the mech fought to open the cockpit.

      The panel finally slid up with a hiss, showing the rusty ground underneath. Annie took a deep breath, then clicked the release on her harness. She tumbled to the ground, landing painfully, and put a hand on her lower back as she crawled from under the remains of her mech. “Ugh, I’m gettin’ way too old for this combat crap. I need to go back to asteroid mining.”

      The little whale thing rattled off some more hoots and whistles, tugging on Annie’s uniform.

      “Well, you’re an excitable little thing. I guess you might be leadin’ me into an ambush, but it looks like I’m all alone out here. Guess I’m going to trust you.” Annie reached back into the mech, removing her shotgun from the gear locker. “That don’t mean I’m stupid, though. You try anything, and I’ll shoot you right between them big doe eyes.”

      The whale-thing nodded happily, waving Annie toward an alleyway.

      Annie gave the wreckage a reluctant look. She could salvage so much—probably even fix her mech, given some time and a wall to lean it against. “Enemy ain’t gonna give me time, though. They’ll be here like buzzards, picking over the bones.”

      The whale thing nodded happily again, waddling up the alleyway. Annie rested her shotgun on her shoulder, keeping about ten feet back in case the thing whirled on her. They ducked through a rusted-out freighter frame that was being used to brace a collapsed building.

      On the other side lay the most interesting domicile Annie had ever laid eyes on. Rusting starship parts were spaced about ten feet apart like fence posts, with some sort of cloth wrapped between them. It was blue-green, fluttering in the wind like a living thing. “Oh, I get it—water. That’s s’posed to be the ocean, ain’t it?”

      “Mmm, yes. Ocean,” the creature answered, its voice higher-pitched than a human’s. “Why can I now understand your speech?”

      “Oh, that’s right. We got a interspecies virus in our part of the galaxy,” Annie explained. “It attaches to the brain, and lets you understand other people who’ve got the same virus. Guess I gave it to you.” She shrugged uncomfortably. “Sorry.”

      “No, no, this is good. I was worried I’d have no way to communicate with you. Please, come inside. The storm is gone and the kill-squads are already coming. Listen.” The whale-thing froze, raising a hand to its ear hole.

      Annie paused. She heard a high-pitched whine from a few blocks over. “You’re right, that’s got to be a patrol. But, before I go inside…why are you helping me?”

      “Because you fought the Imperium, and my people hate them. I am Aluki.”

      “Call me Annie. All right, if you’re willing to hide me, then I’m happy to cool my heels for a bit.”
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            Grim Tidings

          

        

      

    

    
      Fizgig settled wearily atop the cushions in her quarters, sighing heavily as she sank into the satin. She licked the fur behind her paw and cleaned behind her ears. It calmed her, and she needed to be calm before confronting the president.

      That concept was new to her, the idea of someone being elected to lead—yet in this case she’d approved. Dryker had been a fine candidate, a hero who’d sacrificed more than anyone else in the war with the Void Wraith and their Gorthian masters.

      She stopped grooming, heaving a reluctant sigh. “Open a priority channel to Coalition command. Tell Dryker I want to speak to him.”

      Less than two seconds later, a hologram sprang to life over the emitter in the corner of the room. “Fizgig? It’s about damned time. What the hell is going on out there?”

      “My news is grim, Dryker. We face an enemy we are ill-prepared to resist. Their technology is poorly maintained, but devastatingly effective. We lost six vessels. The enemy lost no ships, except for fighters.” Fizgig explained the failure simply. It did not touch her honor—though it still stung—but she did not like the taste of defeat, and didn’t plan to get used to it. “We were able to damage one of their capital ships, and could have taken it down given time and more resources. Unfortunately, they had six of those ships, and a host of smaller ones.”

      “So, let me see if I’m tracking this.” Dryker rose from his desk, stroking a beard that had gone from grey to white since he’d taken office. “The 6th Fleet has been wiped out to a man, and we lost forty percent of the 1st Fleet, but we haven’t managed to destroy even a single enemy ship. Is that what you’re telling me, Fizgig?”

      “Save your anger for another, Dryker,” Fizgig snarled. “I may wear this itchy uniform now, but I am still Tigris. I will not allow you to pass blame simply because you long to be back in command.” Her leg throbbed, and she needed to bite something. “We are outmatched. If we do not receive a technological miracle from the Birthplace, then these enemies will succeed where the Void Wraith failed. We are simply too few to resist them, even if we achieve a rough technological parity.”

      “I know.” Dryker closed his eyes and began massaging his temples. “The Birthplace doesn’t produce miracles. The time dilation allows them to develop and manufacture weapons far more quickly, but they still have to do the engineering. At best, if your combat data is useful, we might have a response in ten weeks.”

      “Two and a half months?” Fizgig went numb, though the news shouldn’t have surprised her. “Dryker, Nolan is trapped on that planet. Give me the 3rd Fleet, and let me go back for him. Was it not you who taught me that we do not leave our own behind?”

      Dryker stopped rubbing his temples, opening hard eyes. “I read the report. If you think I’m going to authorize a high-risk rescue just because Nolan was my XO, you’ve misjudged me. We only have nine fleets, Fizgig—no, strike that. We have seven and a half fleets, less than two weeks into a war with a species we haven’t even identified. We don’t have the manpower to go toe-to-toe with this enemy, and you know it.”

      “I disagree, Dryker. If we fail to retaliate, the enemy will scent blood. They will devour our worlds.” Her ears lay flat against her fur. “We must show them that we, too, can draw blood. I wounded one of their capital ships. Give me the 3rd, and I will harry them and melt away before they can respond.”

      “Let’s say I was willing to authorize this. How would you even get Nolan off-world? These monstrosities they use, they’re capable of reaching orbit with those cannons. Anything you send, they’ll destroy. You’ll end up with more men trapped down there, and more men going home in coffins.”

      “So what is it you propose, Dryker?” Fizgig demanded. “Inaction?” Her tail lashed back and forth behind her, but she knew he was right.

      “You’re going to get the 3rd, the 5th, and the 7th. I want you to deploy them along the edge of Primo space, along the third octant. If they invade, you are to launch hit-and-run tactics only. Skirmishing, Fizgig, not prolonged engagements. We can win skirmishes. You’ve already shown that. Strip away their fighters, and have your people watch for an opportunity. Meanwhile, I’m ordering the evacuation of all worlds within three hundred and fifty light years.”

      “Very well, Dryker. I will do as you ask—but if he dies, that is upon you.” Fizgig slammed her paw on her comm panel, terminating the connection.
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            The Rust Settles

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan wiped a river of sweat from his right cheek, then his left. The cockpit was a sauna, and he briefly considered donning his helmet.

      No, not until they’d found some sort of shelter.

      The wind howled, strong enough that it made each ponderous step an exercise in precision. Guiding the mechs was difficult enough without battling a fifty-kilometer-per-hour headwind. Hydraulics whined with every step, and he knew it was going to take hours to clean the rust out of the joints.

      Nolan peered through the dense orange winds, but couldn’t make out more than the vague shapes of the skeletal buildings on either side of the ancient street. “Kay, can you get me a fix on anything we might use for shelter?”

      “Yes, Captain. I’m working from the scans we took when we came in-system, before the storm. There is a largely intact building two clicks to the southeast. While I cannot ascertain its true purpose, I would guess it was some sort of parking garage. It extends several levels underground.  This building will likely shield us from scans after the storm ends.”

      “Thanks, Kay. Put me through to the rest of the squad.”

      A green light flared on his view screen, indicating that he was broadcasting.

      “All right people, listen up. We’ve got a potential bolthole about two clicks away. I’m sending the coordinates.”

      “Sir, what about the Peregrine?” Edwards asked. His shadow loomed from the storm, just a few feet to the right of Nolan’s mech.

      “We don’t have much choice but to abandon her. The locals will be looking for us as soon as the storm stops, and the Peregrine is right out in the open.” Nolan leaned into the wind, continuing up the street. The hydraulics strained against the wind, fighting for every step.

      Hannan’s voice crackled over the comm. He couldn’t see her mech, but his HUD showed her position about seventy meters back. “Have you considered detonating her, sir? We won’t want them getting access to our tech, and it seems unlikely we’ll be able to repair her. Why not scuttle her?”

      “If you’re worried about them finding our tech, don’t be. I removed the core, so they won’t gain any intelligence.”

      “I have a name, Captain,” Kay protested.

      Nolan ignored her. “How they react to the crash will tell us a lot. I left the sensor suite broadcasting at short range. The Peregrine will tell us everything she can when they approach. We need to get that data—and anything else we discover—prepped for transmission to the admiral.”

      “Should have known you had a reason, sir. What about linking up with Alpha Company?”

      “Assuming they survived,” Lena pointed out, her feed popping up on Nolan’s screen. “I hate to be negative, but there’s every reason to believe we’re the only survivors.”

      “I refuse to believe that,” Nolan said. “Reval’s a prick, but he’s our prick. At least some of his men may have escaped, and we’re going to need to link up to them so we can reestablish the chain of command.” He guided the mech over a bent girder, bracing himself against the corner of a pockmarked wall.

      “Captain?” Lena asked quietly.

      “Yeah?” Nolan quickened his pace, risking a trot as he moved up the next street. A mostly intact skyscraper provided a little shelter from the wind, and he stuck close to the building to take advantage of the protection.

      “I’ve been analyzing the footage of the monsters that attacked during the battle. I’ve drawn some troubling conclusions.” She sent a file transfer request, and Nolan accepted. A second window popped up on his screen, showing footage of the creature firing. “The energy signature of that weapon is very, very close to ancient Primo—too close to be a coincidence. That’s a plasma cannon, just like you’d find among the Primo or Void Wraith.”

      “What are you telling me?” Nolan asked.

      “I don’t know precisely. It’s too soon to draw conclusions from what little data I have. It’s just a troubling connection that I thought you should be aware of.”

      “Thanks, Lena. Please continue your analysis and let me know what you find. We’ll see if we can get you a safe place to work.” Nolan reached the end of the building, guiding the mech back into the full fury of the storm. His legs were cramping by the time they reached the building Kay had indicated. The storm hadn’t abated, and he couldn’t make it out until he was a mere fifty meters from it.

      “The front doors are gone,” Edwards said, his figure hunched near where the front entrance had once stood. “It looks like this place has filled up with that rusty sand.”

      “Let’s circle the building. There might be an unclogged entrance. If not, we might have some digging to do.” Nolan guided his mech along the wall, following it until it curved to the north. About a hundred meters farther, he finally paused. “Looks like this ramp might be passable. Kay identified this place as some sort of parking garage, with several sub-levels.”

      “Any idea if it’s occupied, sir?” Hannan asked.

      “We can’t confirm that from the scans, but I doubt anyone is using it. It’s too far from the main settlement.” Nolan trotted down the ramp, flicking on his floodlights. They banished the darkness, illuminating a large, mostly empty room.

      Mounds of rusty sand lay scattered throughout, thin wisps of wind blowing streamers of orange between them. Nolan wove a path between the mounds, moving farther into the room.

      “This place really might be a parking garage, from the layout. It goes down at least one more level.” Nolan continued down, rounding a pillar as he entered the next level. There was less rusty sand here, but the walls were still too damaged to make out any writing or identifying features. He continued forward, finally stopping when he reached a wall of sand and rock. “Looks like there was a collapse on the next level. This is as far as we can go.”

      “Still a lot of space,” Hannan offered. Her mech trotted up to his. Edwards trailed slightly behind her. “We can probably set up a base camp here—short term at least.”

      “If any of Alpha Company survived, there’s plenty of room for their mechs,” Nolan agreed. He keyed the exit sequence into his mech, and the hatch opened behind him. “Let’s get our gear stowed, and settle in for the night. We’ll do some light recon when the storm stops, assuming it’s still dark out.”
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            Recon

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan used his gauntlet to remove the pot from the makeshift stove, pouring soup into three cups. Hannan and Lena were still hunched over the holo unit, going over the footage they’d collected so far. He watched it out of the corner of his eye as he carried bowls to Hannan and then Lena.

      “Thanks, Captain,” Hannan muttered, never looking away from the vid. She brushed her hair absently from her face.

      Lena nodded graciously and used her claw to fish out a piece of chicken. “This food is quite palatable, at least compared to what we were fed among the Tigris. If we were unable to hunt, we had to eat wretched kibble.”

      Edwards gave a metallic sigh. “Wish I could still eat. That’s one of the things I miss.” He was hunched between the other two mechs, against the wall near their makeshift camp. “I do like having a giant cannon for an arm, though.”

      “So what did you pick up on this last watch, Hannan?” Nolan asked, raising his voice a little to get her attention.

      “Hmm? Oh, I was watching the ape things. Here, take a look at time index six.” Hannan flicked her wrist, rewinding the holo.

      Nolan leaned toward the holo, absently spooning soup into his mouth. “What am I looking at?”

      “See this little figure? It’s the same color armor as the bigger ones, right? Now look at time index seven point one.” Hannan flicked her wrist again and the footage blurred forward. When it stopped, the small figure was gone.

      “You think the little ones are transforming into the big ones?” Nolan asked. It was an interesting theory, and the footage seemed to support it.

      “Yeah, but I have no idea how they’re doing it.” Hannan finally took a bite of her soup.

      “I’d guess some sort of genetic manipulation,” Nolan said. “Lena?”

      “Hmm,” she mused, spearing another piece of chicken. “They may have evolved to be able to alter their size on demand, or it could be chemically induced. Either way, it presents definite tactical advantages.”

      “That it does. It’s definitely worth more investigation.” Nolan set his soup down, pinching the image to zoom in on several terrified aliens. They were huddled around a tent, next to a row of tables with assorted fruit piled on them. “Take a look at the one on the left. The body armor isn’t all that different from ours.”

      “You’re right,” Hannan said. “Two legs, two arms. You’re thinking infiltration, aren’t you?” She smiled wickedly.

      Nolan smiled back, just as wickedly. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. We can use the rust to coat our armor, and I’m sure we can scavenge a few tarps. We cut them up and wrap them around parts of our armor, like that guy is doing.” The plan came together even as he spoke. “We might be able to pass for locals, which will allow us to recon the area. These people have a way to travel without Helios Gates. If we can learn what they use, we might be able to use it to get off-world.”

      “So, uh, does that mean I’d have to stay behind?” Edwards asked forlornly. “I mean, you probably can’t bring mechs, right?”

      “This one is strictly infantry, I’m afraid,” Nolan said. “We need you to keep an eye on the mechs anyway. We absolutely cannot afford to have the enemy recover them. Hannan, Lena and I will recon, after we doctor up our armor. I can’t imagine that will take very long.” He picked up his gauntlet, and began smearing it along a pile of rust. The armor picked up a thick, dirty, orange layer.

      “Sir, do you think there’s a chance we’ll find survivors?” Hannan asked. She finished her soup, tapping the bottom of the bowl to get the last few drops, then started licking the bowl clean. No calorie wasted.

      “I have to assume that at least a few other soldiers survived. Alpha Company was spread out, and since we got away they may have done the same. Going on recon will answer that question, though—or it might. Our people will consider a similar tactic, and if they’re watching the market they might make contact.”

      Nolan knew it was a long shot, but it was possible. His people needed some hope, and if he privately thought it unlikely anyone had survived there was no need to share it.

      The most important thing right now was action, even futile action.
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      Nolan adjusted his makeshift cloak, pulling the hood farther over his helmet. They’d reached the first row of stalls marking the edge of the market. A thin trickle of aliens moved between the stalls, haggling with shopkeepers in exactly the same way people did back in the slums of Earth.

      He joined the flow of traffic, keeping his distance from a group of reptilian aliens the others were clearly avoiding. The reptiles carried worn black rifles, ancient but well cared for. He didn’t know if the red-scaled creatures were a gang, or part of the military ruling this world, but either way he didn’t need the attention.

      “Every last one of these species are bipedal,” Lena mused quietly. “Their limbs are roughly the same proportions as ours. Most are larger than us, but they seem to follow a similar evolutionary pattern, just like we’ve observed in our part of the galaxy.”

      “That seems like an awfully big coincidence.” Nolan eyed a stocky alien behind one of the stalls. It watched them with a single large eye that reminded him uncomfortably of the Gorthians. “If these races are all the same, I’ve got to wonder if there’s some sort of connection in the distant past.”

      “If there is, even the ancient Primo didn’t know about it,” Lena replied.

      “Does it matter?” Hannan hissed. “We’re supposed to be here on recon, not an archeological dig.”

      “It matters,” Nolan snapped. He glanced back at the one-eyed alien, but it had turned to help a customer. “We need to know who and what we’re dealing with. The more we understand about their origins, the more we can tell the admiral.”

      An eight-foot alien lumbered by on the right, casually swatting Lena out of its path. She was flung into a booth, knocking over a tray of fruit. The shopkeeper, a squat alien in some sort of water suit, chattered at her in a language that consisted mostly of hoots and squeals. It sounded like a dolphin.

      Hannan snapped her rifle to her shoulder, training it on the alien. Nolan rushed over to help Lena to her feet, gesturing apologetically at the shopkeeper.

      “Put that away,” he snapped at Hannan. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      He pushed Lena gently back into traffic, nodding at Hannan to follow. Hannan slung the rifle back over her shoulder and tightened her cloak.

      The shopkeeper continued to shout at them as they moved quickly away. Almost everyone was shooting them interested looks, but Nolan forced himself not to run. That, more than anything else, would invite curiosity from the locals. He ducked down an alley, cutting across to the next street, which was narrower and didn’t look to be an official part of the market. Small clusters of locals chatted around makeshift hovels, eyeing them suspiciously from the shadows.

      A barking laugh came from up the street, and the locals scattered. Tent flaps were pulled down, lights extinguished, and drinks abandoned. Nolan peered up the street, shrinking back against the wall when a pack of red-scaled reptiles approached. They were similar to the other group, but this pack was larger, and instead of the mismatched armor theirs was a uniform red, slightly darker than their scales.

      “Engage stealth belts,” he ordered quietly, thumbing the button on his armor. A latticework of blue energy flared around his body, then faded. Nolan stepped into shadows, confident that he was hidden—visually at least.

      Hannan  drew her rifle again, then disappeared. Lena faded a moment later.

      The reptiles came closer, still laughing. One of them paused next to a lump in the shadows. He gave the lump a sharp kick, and the lump recoiled into a sitting position.

      It was a white-furred creature with spindly arms and large dark eyes. The alien shrank away from the reptile, but the reptile bent to seize it. He hauled the alien into the air by its neck, drawing cruel laughter from its companions.

      The reptile holding the squirming alien distended its jaw, then lunged. Its teeth sank into the alien’s shoulder, and the alien squealed. Nolan forced himself to look away, blocking out its cries. Thankfully, they were quickly silenced. The reptiles continued to feed, and Nolan had no choice but to stay there, listening to the horrible crunching.

      A voice whispered from a shadowed doorway a few feet up the alley. “You were wise to hide yourself. They are distracted. If you are going to move, now is the time to do it. I know of a safe place, if you’re willing to trust me.”

      Nolan darted a glance at the reptiles, then back at the doorway. There was no sign of the speaker.

      “Lena,” he said, “you’re with me. Hannan, keep your distance. If our new friend appears to be a threat, eliminate him.”

      Nolan crept toward the doorway, taking great care where he placed his feet. The several seconds it took to reach the doorway were an eternity, and he didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until he was safely through.

      He jerked his head around when he heard a crunch, and winced when he realized Lena had kicked a stone. One of the reptiles raised its head, smearing blood across its cheek. Its eyes passed over the doorway, but it shrugged and went back to feeding.

      Lena’s feet crunched again, but more softly this time. She made it safely into the room, and Nolan finally turned to search for the mysterious speaker.

      Something large lurked in the shadows, but Nolan couldn’t make out much beyond the dull glint of battered environmental armor. The figure was tall, certainly over two meters. An old pistol was belted to its side, and a knife was tucked into a sheath on the calf. The barrel of a rifle extended over the creature’s shoulder.

      Whoever this was, they were much better armed than most of the people they’d passed in the market.

      “Who are you, and how did you know we were there?” Nolan asked quietly. He had many other questions, but those were the two most important ones.

      “I am T’kon, of the Azi clan,” the creature rumbled. “I saw you activate your stealth tech. I’ve been following you since you entered the market.”

      “Why? And how do you speak our language?” Nolan asked. He heard gravel crunch, the only sign that Hannan had entered the room.

      “Because we have a common enemy. I can take you to one of your fellow warriors, if you’re willing to trust me. As for how I speak your tongue, you’re likely more able to explain that than I. I spent a few minutes with your companion, and was suddenly able to understand her.”

      T’kon’s explanation made sense. Clearly he’d been exposed to the viral agent.

      Hannan’s voice came from the shadows at the back of the room. “Sir, we can’t trust this guy,”

      Nolan glanced through the doorway at the reptiles. They’d nearly finished their meal. He turned back to Hannan. “Right now, we don’t have any other choice. He might have found someone from Alpha Company, and we need to link up with any survivors. If he wanted to screw us over, he could have just alerted our friends out there.”

      “True,” Hannan allowed. “Your call, sir.”

      “Do we not need local intelligence?” Lena added. “Well, now we have it. Let’s be away from here quickly. I’ve already seen too much for my taste.”

      “All right, T’kon. You’ve got our trust for now. Lead us to whatever bolthole you’ve got set up, and we’ll see if we can find some common ground.”
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      Nolan followed the hulking alien through the remains of the building, slipping through a hole in the far wall. T’kon led them through a series of narrow alleys, quickly moving away from the area with the Saurians. He didn’t speak, or even glance in their direction—just hurried along, ignoring the few aliens they passed. Those aliens carefully avoided looking at them, and Nolan sensed that they recognized their guide, or at least the type of armor he wore. They were just a little too interested in anything but T’kon.

      They finally entered the narrowest alley yet, barely a meter across. T’kon squeezed his bulk down the alley, stopping in front of a bent metal panel. He picked it up with both hands, sliding it down a few feet, then waved Nolan forward.

      “Inside. Quickly.”

      Nolan didn’t hesitate, ducking through the newly created opening. He emerged into a small workshop, with a bedroll laid out along one wall. A box of empty shells sat on the corner of the workbench. The shells were incredibly similar to a .45 round. They were longer and a little fatter, and the metal was more silvery than lead—but those were bullets, he was sure of it.

      Lena followed him into the room, then Hannan brought up the rear. She still had her weapon drawn; while it wasn’t aimed directly at T’kon, it wasn’t very far from it.

      T’kon ducked inside the opening, then reached through to move the panel back into place. He  cocked his head as if listening. “I don’t believe we were followed. We should be safe here, for the time being.”

      Nolan scanned the room again, noting the doorway on the far side. It stood open, revealing a corridor beyond. That corridor was lined with blue and green cloth, matching some that he’d seen while they were in the market. This must be the back area for one of the merchant stalls.

      “Who’s that?” Nolan demanded, pointing through the doorway. Two figures were silhouetted against the cloth walls, moving in their direction.

      “Friends.” T’kon reached up to the neck of his armor, popping it off with a hiss, and set the helmet down. Leaning into the light, he said, “Aluki is the Whalorian who runs this shop, and the other is one of your people.”

      Nolan took a moment to study the alien. He was the same species as the giant armored apes, though closer examination showed that the resemblance to primates wasn’t a perfect comparison. His long fur was light brown, covering his entire body. A ridged forehead, somewhat similar to a Neanderthal, overshadowed a pair of very human eyes. Below those eyes the creature had four nostrils, breathing in a different cadence.

      T’kon was larger than a human, and more heavily muscled, too. In a straight physical confrontation, Nolan doubted even Fizgig would be able to take him.

      “Nolan!” a familiar voice called from the doorway. Annie rushed into the room, giving him a fierce hug. Her armor was coated in red dust, and she had deep bags under her eyes, but she was alive. “I’d thought you guys had gotten cooked by that dino-mountain-looking thing. I’m so glad to see you still breathing.”

      Nolan returned the hug, just as fiercely. “Damned good to see you too, Annie.” He stepped aside, allowing Hannan to slip in for a hug of her own. Lena was too proper to show physical affection, but he could tell from the way her tail swished that she, too, was pleased.

      “So how’d you end up here?” Hannan, wearing a broad smile, stepped away from Annie.

      Annie nodded toward the quiet little alien still standing in the doorway. Nolan realized instantly why the translator had given the name of her race as Whalorian. She looked like a little grey whale with short stubby arms and stocky legs. Aluki breathed through a blowhole, and her broad grin exposed rough baleen instead of teeth. The fluid in her suit was probably saltwater, or whatever her kind swam in back on her world.

      “Well, I woke up in a busted mech to find Aluki here sniffing around the cockpit. She escorted me back here, and told me that her and her big friend there were going to try to find other soldiers. Apparently, they’ve got a hate on for what they call the Ganog Imperium. That’s who bushwhacked Alpha Company. T’kon has been looking for you since yesterday.”

      Nolan thought that might have been the most Annie had ever said without swearing in one sitting.

      “I’m grateful that he found us,” he said. He leaned against the wall, relaxing a hair for the first time since they’d broken atmosphere. “The question is, why was he looking in the first place?”

      “A valid question.” T’kon rumbled. “My species is called the Ganog. Are you familiar with my race?” The way he asked the question suggested he expected a yes.

      “No,” Nolan admitted. “This is only our second encounter with yours. The first was just a week ago, when one of our fleets was wiped out in a system about a dozen light years from here. We still have no idea why the fleet was attacked in the first place. We approached peacefully.”

      “Mmm, the Ganog Imperium would have seen that as weakness,” the short, stocky alien explained. She blinked large, childlike eyes. “The clan that controls this sector is called the Vkash, and they are led by Takkar. T’kon’s clan, the Azi, are blood enemies.”

      “That explains why he might be willing to help us. What about you?” Nolan asked.

      “The Imperium conquered my world, and many worlds like it. Mmm, we have been forced to become labor-slaves. We are worked until we die, with no hope of freedom. You fought back against them, and I’ve heard that your fleet damaged a dreadnought.”

      “Do you know what happened to our fleet?” Nolan demanded, more harshly than he’d intended.

      “I’m afraid not,” T’kon interjected smoothly. The alien had a cultured sophistication that belied his rugged exterior. His battered armor simply didn’t fit the way he spoke. “Rumors say that some escaped, but we don’t know how many, or even if the rumors are true. I tend to believe them, judging by the clan leader’s response. He’s offered a bounty for any human or Tigris found on this world. The holocriers that are passed out at every market contain images of both your races. That bounty states that you are to be taken alive. Very unusual.” T’kon folded massive arms, and his fur darkened from blond to deep brown-black. “Takkar has dispatched Krekon to find you. Krekon is a Ganog melter with the ability to pry secrets from minds. He is an implacable hunter, feared across not just Vkash space, but the whole of the Imperium. Krekon has never met failure, and if more of your people are out there, he will find them.”

      “We don’t even know if our people are alive.” Hannan’s tone was cool, and she was still aiming her weapon roughly in T’kon’s direction. “Assuming you’re telling the truth about helping us, how do you plan to find our people before this Krekon?”

      “And what about this ‘melter’ business?” Lena asked. “I’d like to know more about that. How does he pry secrets from the mind? Is there a device involved?” She’d taken on the dogged expression she wore whenever she ran across something she didn’t know.

      “I will answer each question in turn. Melters can tear apart your mind, taking your memories as you unravel. This ability is rare among Ganog, and requires years of intense study to master. It is a branch of a science we call metabiology.” T’kon’s fur darkened further, to deep black. “Krekon is the most ruthless of melters, and will kill dozens of ka’tok to learn where you are. Given enough time, he will find someone who saw one of your people. He will use that information to track your friends.”

      T’kon’s lower nostrils flared, and he took a series of slow, deep breaths. His fur returned to a soft brown.

      “As for how I know your people are alive, there was a disturbance in the market a few hours ago. Two bipeds with unfamiliar weaponry robbed a stall, taking food and some spare electronics.”

      “That could definitely be our people,” Nolan admitted. “You think you can find them?”

      “I found you,” the Ganog pointed out. “I cannot make promises, but like Krekon, I am also a hunter. I will do what I can to locate your companions, provided you are willing to help me in return.”

      “Here it comes,” Hannan muttered.

      Annie elbowed her in the side, giving her a pointed look.

      “Help you do what?” Nolan asked.

      “I want to destroy Takkar’s planetstriders.”

      Annie spoke up. “That’s the big dino-mech looking things that blew up our forces, right?”

      “Indeed. Planetstriders are the Ganog’s most potent weapon, even more so than our dreadnoughts. Remove even one of them, and we weaken Takkar significantly. The embarrassment will jeopardize his position with the Empress.”

      Nolan’s comm unit began to vibrate. He pulled it from his suit pocket. “The camera we left at the ship just went online.”

      “Some sort of communication device?” the Ganog asked.

      “Here, I’ll show you.” Nolan tapped the screen, and the comm broadcast a small hologram. It showed several mech-sized Ganog, weapons at the ready. A swarm of smaller reptilian figures followed, and began surrounding the Peregrine. “What are they doing?”

      “Mmm, they’re stripping your vessel,” Aluki explained. “They will take most of the valuable components. Once they leave, scavengers will take the rest. If I weren’t here with you I’d be in line to get what I could. New technology is rare.”

      Lena gave a heavy, defeated sigh. “Well, that confirms that we need another way home.”

      “We’ll find one,” Nolan said. It pained him physically to see the Peregrine being torn apart by the enemy, but the time for payback was coming.
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      “Nolan, wake up. I think you should see this.”

      Nolan tensed, reaching instinctively for his sidearm. T’kon loomed above him, wearing the battered armor he never seemed to remove.

      “I’m up. Just give me a sec,” Nolan muttered. He rolled from his bedroll, stretching as he stood. Sleeping in his armor had left him sore. “What is it?”

      “Sir, we moving out?” Hannan asked, sitting up in her bedroll. She blinked past a yawn, brushing her hair from her face.

      “Sounds like it. Wake Annie, and let her know she’ll be staying here with Lena.” Nolan took a sip from the water hose clipped to his shoulder, then turned to T’Kon. “All right, what is it you wanted to show me?”

      “They’re rebuilding the mounds. It’s something your leaders will wish to know about.” The Ganog lifted the panel, exposing the alleyway. T’kon slid through, and Nolan followed. He scooped up his helmet on the way out, snapping it into place as he exited.

      T’kon led him out of the alley, and began climbing the jagged edge of a shattered building. Nolan had little trouble navigating the uneven bricks, quickly following T’kon to the third level. The Ganog had stopped, and was staring into the distance.

      Nolan followed his gaze, freezing as he understood why T’kon had brought him. “My god. What are they doing?”

      Stones, rusted vehicles, and parts of buildings levitated into the air. Thousands of tons of material began slowly moving toward one of the planetstriders. The debris began assembling itself, filling in the gaps that had been created in the mound when the planetstriders had first revealed themselves.

      “They are repairing the mounds,” T’kon said, walking carefully to the building’s edge. The floor ended abruptly, and Nolan made sure to stay a couple meters back. “It is done after every battle. The technology is only used by the planetstriders, so far as we know. The techsmiths guard the secret jealously, and even when I was a clan leader, I was not privy to it.”

      Hannan emerged from below, picking a careful path to Nolan’s side. “You remember the first time we saw a Void Wraith harvester taking off?” she said, after watching for a few moments. “I’m getting that same feeling. Those things are absolutely terrifying. What do they use as a power source?”

      “We don’t know,” T’kon admitted. “My society is different than yours, which is part of why I approached you. We are divided into castes. The leadership caste—Takkar’s caste—commands us in battle. In theory, the seekers come next. They are our religious caste, and hear the whispers of the Nameless Ones—but most clan leaders hold them in low esteem, and in practice their power is limited. Below them stands the warrior caste, the largest caste in the Imperium. Below the warriors are the techsmiths. They maintain the planetstriders and the dreadnoughts. I do not know what your techsmiths are like, but ours are tight-lipped with their secrets. They tell us nothing, shrouding their science in mysticism. They are more similar to seekers than to any other caste.”

      Nolan was still distracted by the formation of the mound, which had to require an incredible amount of energy. The last piece finally settled into place, hiding the planetstrider from view. The newly assembled mound probably protected it from planetary scans. No wonder they’d walked into a trap.

      “We don’t have a caste system,” Nolan explained, “not like you do. Our techs are free with their information, and many of our warriors also possess technical skills. Annie does a lot of our repairs. I’m curious to hear more about your castes, particularly these seekers. And what are the Nameless Ones?”

      “They are dark gods,” T’kon said, his voice lowering to reverence. “All but the most foolish seek to avoid their terrible gaze. Ages past, that gaze fell upon the Ganog and we were forced to enact the will of the Nameless Ones. The galaxy became a funerary pyre, lit to celebrate the Nameless Ones. Then those dark beings departed, and our people hid all knowledge about them lest we draw their eye once more.”

      Nolan had an uneasy sense of recognition. These myths, if they were anything like ancient Primo myth, might point back to the Gorthians. These Nameless Ones sounded like exactly the kind of con they might try to run.

      “Sir,” Hannan said, her voice barely audible over the wind. “We need to get this information back to the admiral, ASAP. She needs to see this footage.”

      “I agree. T’kon, we’ve got mechs stashed a few clicks away. Can you escort us safely there?” Nolan asked.

      “In all likeliness, yes,” T’kon said. “You can use these mechs to communicate with your fleet?”

      “In theory. They use quantum entanglement to send information over vast distances. Lena can probably explain the science, if you’re interested.”

      “We also possess this technology.” T’kon turned from the mound, his expression hidden behind his helmet. “If you use it, Krekon will almost certainly detect the signal. He is no doubt waiting for just such a lapse, eager to send out packs of Saurians to run you down.”

      “Then let’s hope that if our people are out there, they don’t try to transmit,” Nolan said grimly. He gave the mound one last look, then turned to climb down.
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      Burke peered through the crack in the warehouse wall. Had that been a flash of movement? He stared, unblinking, for long seconds. Nothing. Probably just the wind blowing rust around.

      “What’s the ETA, Nuchik?” He called softly over his shoulder. “You said we got everything you needed.”

      “We did,” she snapped, pointing a soldering iron sternly in his direction. “This radio was designed to be mounted in a mech, not affixed to a naked circuit board on the middle of a pile of debris. It’s going to take a minute, sir.” The last word tottered under the sarcasm. She heaved a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Burke. It’s just…what if we’re all that’s left? I saw Reval’s mech go down. He was surrounded.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’s dead,” Burke countered, though he knew that it did, in fact, almost certainly mean that his commanding officer—a man he’d idolized, part mentor and part father—was dead.

      He took one last look through the crack, then moved to squat next to Nuchik. “Look, we get the radio up and broadcast our intel, then we’ll start searching for other survivors. It’s possible Reval got away, or someone else might have. We did. Others probably did too. We’re the 1st, not the fragging 14th.”

      Nuchik didn’t reply. She paused to tie her red hair into a ponytail, then bent back to her work. She deftly soldered a lead onto the circuit board, a tiny streamer of smoke rising from where the iron touched the board.

      She was good with this stuff, and could probably have had a career doing it. Instead, she’d become the finest sniper in the 1st—the best of the best.

      The radio’s digital display surged reluctantly to life, and the holo showed the Connecting… icon.

      Nuchik eyed him soberly. “Don’t get excited yet. We don’t know if this thing can reach the Quantum Network. There’s no relay in this system, and it doesn’t have much juice. It probably won’t reach the sun.”

      “If there are any Fleet ships in system, we can reach them,” Burke pointed out. “And any survivors from Alpha Company will probably pick up the signal.” He gave a reluctant sigh. He hated not having the tools to do his job. “You’re right about the sun, though. We’ll probably need more power to reach the Helios Gate.”

      “What do you plan to do if our signal draws them to us?” Nuchik asked, once again focused on the exposed circuit board.

      “We have to assume that it will. As soon as we’re done broadcasting, we’ll move the radio and find another bolthole.”

      “That’s risky, sir. It will take time to disassemble the radio. The smart thing to do would be to scrap it after we broadcast, then just bug out.” Her lips tightened, but she kept back whatever else she’d been about to say.

      “It is a risk, I know. But if we leave the radio, we lose the chance to send intel back to the fleet. It’s not like we can replace it.”

      “I don’t like risks, sir.” She stepped away from the radio, nodding at it. “But if you’re going to do this, then it’s ready to go.”

      Burke licked his lips, then tapped the Transmit button. “Fleet Command, this is Lieutenant Burke from Alpha Company. Unit integrity has been compromised, and we have survivors in need of extraction. We’re trapped behind enemy lines, and may be unable to respond after this transmission.”

      He tapped a series of keys, linking his comm to the transmitter, and uploaded all seven hundred terabytes of data. It included the footage from the battle, more from the market, and the reports Burke had compiled.

      “It’s transmitting. We’ll know in about thirty seconds if it’s sending. The connection will time out after that, if it can’t reach the Gate,” Nuchik explained.

      “I know how the radio works, Private,” Burke snapped. He gritted his teeth. It wasn’t her fault, but he was pushing thirty hours with no sleep and his patience had been gone hours ago.

      They waited. The screen finally flashed No Connection.

      “Damn it,” Burke roared, slamming his fist into the wall with a hollow thud. He closed his eyes, forcing calm. “Pack it up. Let’s get the hell out of here. We’ll try again in six hours.”
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      Nolan finished annotating the holo, noting his estimates about the speed and strength of the Ganog elites that had squared off against their mechs. That data would make its way back to Kathryn eventually. He had no doubt that she and her people would find a way to exploit it, building fantastic new weapons to help even the odds.

      Beep, beep, beep. His comm flashed the incoming transmission icon. Nolan accepted it, watching as the holo resolved into a familiar face.

      “Is that Burke?” Hannan asked, giving up the pretense of sleeping. She walked over to watch the message.

      “Yeah, and that’s not good. They’d have their senior most officer make the broadcast,” Nolan said, watching the playback. “Hey, Annie, can you go grab T’kon?”

      “Yes, sir.” Annie set down the ladle she’d been using to stir the stew, then rose and trotted out into the shop.

      “He’ll move after sending that message,” Hannan said. “You know that.”

      “Yes, which means we need to get there fast.” Nolan picked up his gauntlets. “Get suited up.”

      “You sure going in on foot is a good idea? We might need some real firepower.”

      “The mechs will draw too much attention, and we don’t have time to make it there and back. We need to get to Burke, ASAP.”

      T’kon ducked into the room. “You’ve found your people?” he rumbled.

      “We have a fix on their position,” Nolan confirmed. “They just broadcast using our Quantum Network. They’ll move, and quickly. We need to get there now if we want to have a chance to link up. How quickly do you think Krekon and his Saurians can get there?”

      “They are likely already mobilizing. Krekon will release his red-scales. Saurians will swarm that location, pinning his prey until the melter can arrive. We must be swift if we wish to beat them there.”

      Nolan was already moving. “Annie, stay here with Lena and Aluki. Hannan, you’re with me.” He moved the panel aside, grunting at the weight. It was heavier than it looked, and he reassessed his estimate of T’kon’s strength.

      He moved into the alley, using his wrist comm to bring up a route to the signal. “It’s two-point-six clicks away. We can run that in about sixty seconds. T’kon, can you pick the safest route?”

      “Follow me. Run, humans.” T’kon began to sprint, weaving out of the alley and into the next.

      Nolan was quickly winded, feeling the effects of the slightly heavier gravity. His conditioning kept him moving, and he sucked in quick little breaths as he ran. Alleys blurred by. Hannan pounded a parallel course behind him.

      T’kon came up short at the base of a shattered stairwell. He leapt up, catching the edge of the second floor. “Give me your hand.”

      Nolan did as he asked, tensing as the Ganog flung him up onto the second floor. Nolan rolled to his feet, catching Hannan as she landed next to him.

      T’kon followed, crouching next to them. “The signal came from the building ahead.”

      Nolan scanned the area. There was very little movement, just a large pile of worm-like insects, and a single alien weaving drunkenly down the rubble-strewn street. The building had been boarded up with rusty girders, and Nolan couldn’t see inside.

      “Nine o’clock, sir,” Hannan whispered.

      Nolan looked where she’d indicated. “Damn it,” he whispered back. “The first pack of Saurians is already here. I count six. T’kon, how tough are these guys? Think we can take them by surprise?”

      “They are ka’tok. Worthless against a Ganog elite. Unfortunately, I dare not reveal myself. If Krekon finds out I am here, he will bring the full might of Takkar’s fleet down upon us.” T’kon removed a large slug thrower from his holster, sighting at the first target. “I find it curious that there is only one pack. It is unlike Krekon to be so careless. We will use conventional weapons. Ready yourselves.”

      Nolan nodded at Hannan, who eased her rifle from her shoulder holster. Nolan withdrew his particle pistol, sighting down the barrel. “Fire.”

      T’kon fired first, his pistol giving a deafening crack. A split second later everything above the Saurian’s waist was vaporized into a fine red mist.

      “What the hell kind of rounds are you using?” Hannan demanded over the comm.

      “Explosive.” T’kon’s tone was smug. “I’ve been hand-loading them all morning. Definitely worth the effort.”

      Nolan opened up with his particle pistol, catching a Saurian in the face. The reptile dropped without a cry, tumbling to the rusty alley below his perch.

      Hannan’s rifle barked, and another Saurian dropped. The rest scattered, diving into the shadows.

      Nolan dropped back into cover. “Hannan, circle around to the right. I’ll go left. T’kon, see if you can keep them busy while we get into position.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, leaping from the rotting floor and landing heavily in a pile of rusty rubble. Fortunately his armor shielded him from the impact. Nolan surged to his feet, sprinting along the wall. He came up short at an alleyway, advancing slowly, straining to hear any sign of the Saurians—but they were overpowered by the roar of T’kon’s slug thrower.

      Nolan risked a look around the corner, then fell back into cover. A bright red flash came from the shadows near the doorway leading into the building. It sizzled past his head, vaporizing the wall behind him.

      He dropped to one knee, firing blindly around the corner. “They’ve got me pinned,” he whispered into the comm. “Hannan, can you get a bead on them?”

      “Hang tight, sir.” Plasma fire came from about forty yards away, and a high-pitched scream came from one of the Saurians. “Can’t reach the last two, sir. Looks like they’re dug in.”

      T’kon popped off another few shots, and Nolan did the same. The last two Saurians were keeping their heads down, playing for time—time that Nolan knew he didn’t have. The other red-scales would be arriving soon, and behind them would come Krekon.

      The sharp report of a high-caliber rifle echoed through the buildings, then it fired again. Nolan darted a glance around the corner of the wall just as the second body slumped to the ground, headless.

      “Nolan, is that you?” called a gruff male voice.

      “Burke?” Nolan called back, creeping from over.

      “Yeah, it’s me. Nuchik, we’re clear. You can come down.” Burke stepped into the open, his armor a pristine white. He popped his helmet, giving Nolan a mocking smile. “I know you’re from the 14th, but I didn’t expect your gear to go south that quickly. No wonder Command never gave you anything. Look how you treat your gear.”

      Nolan wasn’t sure if he was joking or not.

      “We must depart swiftly,” T’kon called from his perch. “Listen.”

      In the distance, engines screamed through the buildings—the same engines they’d heard the day of the battle.

      The enemy was mobilizing.

      “We can catch up later, Burke.” Nolan turned on his heel and started sprinting back the way they’d come. “Let’s move, people!”
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      Krekon yanked the lever, extending the cruiser’s ramp. Hot, rusty wind swirled around him as his ship descended toward the slums below. Ka’tok scattered into the shadows, fleeing his wrath—but they were inconsequential, and could be hunted later if needed.

      He stepped out the side of the transport even as it glided toward a wide alleyway, and landed in a crouch, his boots shattering rubble. He opened all four nostrils, building a tapestry of scents. The smell of Saurian blood was overpowering, yet he picked out something unexpected.

      Not these new races—he expected the pungent human and the acrid Tigris. No, the unexpected scent was Ganog. A warrior had been here, yet his body was not among the fallen. The scent was maddeningly familiar, but too faint for Krekon to identify.

      The cruiser landed in a spray of gritty debris, kicking up a high wind that muddied the scents. Krekon’s fur darkened, and he fixed a scowl on the vessel. This was the second time today he’d witnessed Saurian incompetence. He would need to kill one in front of the others, or the problem would worsen.

      Krekon returned to his examination, pausing to kneel next to the first body. This one was unusable. The head had been shot, bursting like a kek sore. The next body had been cored through the chest by an explosive round, but the head was intact.

      “What secrets do you hold, ka’tok?”

      Krekon knelt next to the body, placing two fingers against the corpse’s brow.

      An electrical charge flowed from his fingers, linking with the lingering charge in the corpse’s brain. The cells were dying, the neurological impulses nearly gone. Krekon glided along the pathways, searching for the most recent memories. This one had seen a flash of blue plasma, discharged by an unfamiliar pistol. That pistol was held by an armored figure.

      Krekon studied the memory. This armor was dirty, but under that dirt were specks of the purest white. The armor hadn’t labored through many battles. It had been coated, dulled, as a disguise. That disguise might fool a casual observer, but Krekon recognized the style of armor. It belonged to these new aliens, the Coalition.

      He rose from the corpse, seeking the next. The third was also unusable, the head exploded just as the first had been. Were these aliens familiar with melters? Did they realize the dangers posed by a freshly deceased mind? Perhaps. Or perhaps it was their preferred method of killing. He didn’t yet know enough to determine the truth of it. It was even possible the warrior had warned them, despite the taboo of speaking to non-Ganog about the secrets of metabiology.

      Krekon stalked to the next corpse, kneeling to touch the still-warm brow. Its mind was intact, but it had died without seeing its assailant. The last two were the same. Useless.

      He bared his fangs, his fur going scarlet. Somehow these humans had ambushed his best hounds. They’d escaped back into the shadows, scurrying like pokpok.

      “Sissus!” Krekon bellowed, whirling to face the cruiser. He stalked in that direction, moving to meet the Saurian who hurried down the ramp.

      The Saurian knelt at his feet, forehead pressed to the ground. Krekon waited several seconds, enjoying the sight. “Rise. Explain to me, Sissus, why you sent only one pack to engage these aliens. Where is the rest of your clutch?”

      “Apologies, Master. I thought it prudent to move swiftly, and sent my fastest pack. I believed they would be sufficient to distract your enemies until the rest of us arrived. Clearly I was mistaken.”

      The Saurian continued to grovel, and its tone was properly subservient. Krekon was mollified. For now. He stalked up the ramp and into the vessel, tossing his spear onto the rack against the wall. Sissus scurried in after him, bowing repeatedly.

      “The only way the enemy could have reached the scene this quickly was with help. They’ve met someone in the market—a Ganog. If they are using the locals for assistance, then we shall remove the locals.” Krekon’s fur darkened to a bitter red. Soon, he’d be able to vent his fury.

      “What would you have us do, Master?” Sissus asked, eyes downcast.

      “Execute everyone within a quarter cycle’s walk. All of them,” Krekon roared, smashing an armored fist into the metal wall. “Have their bodies brought here. I will sift through their minds until we find what we need.”
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      Nolan tightened his dirty cloak around him, hurrying down the alleyway. The squad was strung out in a ragged line, trying to avoid notice as they threaded past the edge of the market. No one spoke; they kept their heads down until they finally reached Aluki’s shop.

      Instead of circling around to the panel in the back, T’kon led them straight through the front door. More than one shopkeeper eyed them suspiciously, and Nolan had no doubt that word would soon reach the enemy that they’d been sighted here.

      “Why are we risking this?” Nolan called to T’kon. He hurried forward, moving into step with the larger alien.

      “The kill squads will come soon.” T’kon stepped over a passed-out alien, quickening his step. “Stopping here is a terrible risk, but I will not leave Aluki. Krekon will do worse than kill her.”

      “Wait,” Burke demanded, moving to stand in front of T’kon. The alien stopped, and Burke pointed accusingly up at him. “You’re telling me that you know hostiles are inbound, but you’re taking us through a very public market to rescue a single alien? Nolan, you cannot be okay with this. We need to get out of here. Now. Before those transports arrive.”

      “You haven’t been listening,” Nolan snapped, shoving Burke away from T’kon. “If these kill squads get Aluki, they’ll bring her to Krekon. He can pull secrets from dead people, remember? He’ll learn everything she knows, and she knows entirely too much about us. So we save her, and then bug out. Got it?”

      Burke’s only answer was a sour nod, but he stepped out of T’kon’s path.

      Nolan followed T’kon toward Aluki’s shop, through the fluttering cloth corridors, winding their way closer to the workshop. “So where are you planning to go? Do you have some sort of safe house set up?”

      “You’ve mentioned a safe place, a place where you are storing these mechs of yours.” T’kon finally stopped, turning that bestial face Nolan’s way. “We get Aluki, and we hope we can reach this bolthole undetected. If we can’t—if Krekon’s kill squads follow us—then we’ll die.”

      “Fair enough.” Nolan followed T’kon into the workshop, moving to grab his pack. He hoisted it over his shoulder as Hannan did the same. “We had the benefit of the storm then. I’m not sure how we can get there now without attracting notice.”

      Burke stepped inside, and Nuchik trailed in after. They moved to stand in the far corner of the workshop, as far from Nolan as they could get while still being in the room. Their expressions were stony, their gaze unwavering as they stared hard at him.

      “Hannan, go grab Lena and Annie. Tell them to pack whatever they can in sixty seconds. Then we’re moving out. We’ll break into teams and circle back to the safe point.”

      Hannan nodded, giving Nuchik a hard glare as she left the room. Nuchik met that gaze just as fiercely.

      “T’kon, can you find Aluki?”

      “Of course.” The Ganog ducked out of the room, leaving Nolan alone with Burke and Nuchik.

      Nolan stalked over to them, standing in front of Burke. “You’ve clearly got a problem. Let’s hear it, Lieutenant. You’ve got sixty seconds to vent, then I need you to pack up your bullshit and focus on the mission.”

      “You want to know what my problem is?” Burke took a step closer. His eyes blazed. “Reval died to give you a chance to make it back to the fleet, but you screwed up that chance. You got yourself shot down, and Reval died for nothing. Alpha Company died for nothing. You’ve defaced your armor, you’re already working with aliens we have no way of vetting, and you’ve given away valuable intel. You’re a disgrace, Captain. The only reason you made it into the 1st is that you’ve cozied up to the Tigris.”

      Nolan breathed through his nose—long slow breaths. “You finished?” he asked.

      “No, I’m not finished.” Burke’s tone rose, carrying well past the room. “There’s a reason you wound up in the 14th, Captain. You’re a piss-poor officer from an undisciplined unit. The only reason you had the opportunity to play hero in the Battle of Earth was that all the better men were dead. I still remember when command dispatched the 1st to hunt down the Johnston. It’s a pity we didn’t catch you.”

      Nuchik didn’t say anything, but she crossed her arms and moved to stand with Burke. That made her stance pretty clear.

      “Time’s up, Lieutenant.” As Burke had, Nolan put all the emphasis on the rank. “Now it’s my turn. You’re a good soldier. You get the job done. Alpha Company is very good, some of the best people I’ve ever worked with. But you know what? You’re arrogant. You’re shortsighted. You believe that humanity can win this war—can win every war—all by themselves. You don’t get that we need allies. You don’t get that the reason you lost friends in the Battle of Tigrana was the Gorthians, not the Tigris. They orchestrated that war. They duped both sides. Had you caught the Johnston, odds are good that Earth would be a wasteland and our species would be all but extinct.”

      Nolan stabbed Burke in the chest with a finger. Burke tensed; his face grew ugly, just a tiny push away from violence.

      Nolan didn’t care. “Our armor is defaced because we’re guerrillas now, Burke. We’re not mech pilots who get to retreat safely to the fleet when the battle is done. We’re working with locals, because we don’t have a choice. If we don’t trust them, we die.”

      “If we do trust them—”

      “Shut up, Lieutenant.” Nolan leaned closer. “If we do trust them, they might betray us—or they might help us survive. And we need that help—make no mistake—just like we needed the Tigris to win against the Gorthians. If we hadn’t trusted them—our worst enemies—we’d have been wiped out. Now, this conversation is over. Unless you plan to mutiny?”

      “No, sir,” Burke snarled. He stalked to the edge of the room. Nuchik didn’t follow immediately, instead squatting against the wall a few feet away. She wore a thoughtful expression.

      Hannan led the others into the room, the timing just a bit too convenient to be coincidence. Good, the squad had needed to hear that. They needed to know what was at stake. Burke thought he was hot shit—and in combat he was. But he’d never had to work as an insurgent, never had to operate without backup. That was pretty much all Nolan and his squad ever did.

      A sharp, alien scream sounded in the distance, then another. They were followed by the high-pitched whine of transport engines.

      “The kill squads come,” Aluki piped. She moved to the panel at the back of the workshop. “Mmm, we need to go. Swiftly.”

      Nolan gestured the squad forward. “Annie, you’re with Aluki and T’kon. Hannan, you’re with Nuchik. Burke, you’re with me. Take a winding route to the safe point, and do not use comms under any circumstances. Watch your sixes, people. If you lead them back to the bolthole, we all die. Move out.”

      Annie gave a tight nod. “Come on, Aluki. I’ve been itching to show you a real core, not the half functional CPUs you peddle here.”

      T’kon followed them, giving a respectful nod to Nolan as he passed. Hannan came next, giving Nuchik a withering look until the sniper followed her. Finally, it was just Burke and Nolan.

      “I’ll take point. Cover my ass, Burke.” Nolan jumped through the gap in the wall, hoping that trusting Burke wasn’t going to mean a round in the back. Trust was the only currency he had at the moment.

      The screams were punctuated by gunfire now—mostly plasma weapons, from the sound of it. The conflict was large, dozens of enemies sweeping through the market. They’d be here in moments.

      Nolan turned and ran.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            On the Run

          

        

      

    

    
      T’kon was impressed by Nolan’s squad and their brusque efficiency. Hannan and Nuchik moved swiftly up the north alley, working together despite their clear animosity. Nolan and Burke moved south along the same alley, Nolan in the lead. T’kon was positive he’d not have exposed his flank to anyone that had exhibited the kind of hatred the fiery-haired human had. Any Vkash, or Kthul, would use that opportunity to remove a rival. Even the Azi would find the opportunity tempting.

      Yet Nolan turned his back on the man. It was a curious response, and raised many questions about these humans.

      Annie moved next, weaving through a skeletal building and onto the western thoroughfare. That was the most direct route to their destination: an unremarkable structure past the edge of the southern market. It lay outside the radius of the kill squads, though that wouldn’t buy more than a cycle or two.

      T’kon waited for Aluki to follow Annie, then joined the trickle of traffic. He kept a little ways back, matching her pace as the screams retreated behind them. The trickle thinned as people retreated into their hovels, until they were the only ones still visible.

      He thumbed the dial on his environmental regulator, allowing full atmosphere into his suit. That gave him access to every scent, the only way he might perceive a sniper. He scanned the ledges above, hoping that the kill squads would have driven opportunistic raiders back into hiding.

      Not that they couldn’t easily deal with such raiders, but they couldn’t afford the commotion. Krekon’s scanners might pick up the weapons discharge, and even if they didn’t, any delay in seeking shelter gave the melter another chance to catch up.

      Aluki paused, looking pointedly in T’kon’s direction. He hurried to her side, resting a nervous hand on his slug thrower.

      “Why do you hesitate, little one?”

      “Mmm, this will be the last opportunity we have to speak privately,” the Whalorian explained, moving back into her hurried waddle. It wasn’t quick, and it left a very obvious trail through the rust. Hopefully the wind tended to that quickly. It always did, eventually. “I wanted to ask what you planned.”

      “And why would I share that with you?” T’kon asked, matching her pace as they followed Annie down a narrow alleyway. He breathed easier once they were off the main thoroughfare.

      “Because I saved your life, and because I may do so again.” Aluki smiled at him through her suit. She knew she had him.

      T’kon couldn’t help but smile back, his fur lightening to a soft blue. “Well played, little one. This Nolan is direct and competent, and has access to weaponry powerful enough to disable a dreadnought.”

      “You’re really planning on assaulting a planetstrider, aren’t you?” Aluki’s tone made it clear exactly how sane she thought that was.

      “Yes,” T’kon said simply. He ducked under a girder, and into the shadow of another building. “You know why.”

      “I do not have to be Ganog to understand vengeance.” Aluki’s breathing quickened as she moved up a steeply sloping hill. “The Vkash took your worlds, your honor, and destroyed your planetstrider all at the same time. You, very predictably, have chosen to sell your life rectifying that slight.”

      “You do not approve.”

      “I approve of rectifying the slight. Mmm, I do not approve of selling your life to do it. Hurt the Vkash, live, then keep hurting the Vkash.” The Whalorian shook her head, then started walking again.

      T’kon pressed ahead, reaching a well-lit thoroughfare.

      Annie crouched near the edge of the alley. “Looks cleaner than a Primo’s backside,” she muttered, her words heavy with distrust. “I don’t like it. This whole walk has been a bit too easy. I feel like we’re due for a random ass-kicking.”

      “I understand this feeling.” T’kon nodded in recognition. “It is not uncommon in warriors, especially those who’ve fought in many campaigns. Sometimes, though, it really is that easy.” He checked the readout on his armor’s comm. “We’re only a quarter-click away.”

      “Best be about it then.” Annie trotted from cover, loping through ankle-deep rust as she crossed the final stretch of open terrain. T’kon withdrew his rifle, watching for movement as the human disappeared into the distance.

      Aluki waddled from cover, making the same trek. It took her longer, but she made it without incident. Finally, T’kon sprinted after them. He flared his nostrils, crossing the distance in just a few seconds.

      Ahead of them lay a wide building that ended abruptly after about twenty stories. It had likely been much larger, but everything above the foundation had become fodder for the mounds.

      “Let’s get you inside, and introduce you to Edwards,” Annie said. She slid down the rust, moving inside the building.
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      Nolan dropped his pack next to the foot of his mech, leaning against it as he gulped down greedy lungfuls of air. The rest of the squad was winded, too, but neither of the aliens seemed fazed by the exertion in getting here so quickly.

      He was just happy everyone had made it. Aluki was smiling happily, inspecting Edwards on the other side of the garage. T’kon stood next to Nolan, something like a shotgun resting against one shoulder. He seemed to have an endless array of weapons and explosives. The rest of the squad sat around Hannan’s mech, where the heater had been set up.

      Nolan should have been over there, too, but he needed a break from Burke’s constant acid.

      “This war machine is impressive.” T’kon stretched up a furry hand, running it along the mech’s thigh. “They performed well against the Imperium’s elites, something very few species have managed. Had it not been for the planetstriders, you’d have likely won the engagement.”

      “So where do the planetstriders come from? And how many does the Imperium have?” Those answers would be critical to the war effort, but the question was asked from personal curiosity.

      “The Vkash clan has three, and it is unusual for them to all be on a single world. That’s what drew me to Ganog 7—and after seeing your species fight, I understand why Takkar would gamble all three.” T’kon pulled himself up to the mech’s waist, inspecting the cockpit. “The Imperium as a whole has perhaps thirty striders, divided among the various clans.”

      “Will Takkar call other clans to help him against my people?” Nolan asked.

      “I doubt it. He’ll want to keep all plunder to himself. The technology you possess is new, and he’ll want to acquire all of it. Your scientists will be enslaved, forced to be what we call labor-slaves. They will help maintain Takkar’s tech, and, if possible, invent new tech for him to use.” T’kon finished his inspection, his fur fading to off-white. “Takkar is more than enough for any species to contend with, without needing to bring other clans into the fray.  He commands six dreadnoughts and countless fighters. His planetstriders will warp to your most important worlds, destroying your manufacturing capabilities. Unless you possess a much larger war machine than this mech, you will not be able to stop them.”

      “Warp?” Nolan asked. The term seemed self-explanatory, but he was hoping he was wrong about what the Ganog was saying.

      “Your species doesn’t use warping? How do you travel from star system to star system?” T’kon’s fur took on a blueish tint.

      “We travel using what we call a Helios Gate. There’s one in this system’s star. You said that planetstriders can warp. How does that work?” Nolan removed his gauntlets, propping them against his pack.

      “I am of the warrior caste, and not privy to such secrets. The planetstrider can warp at will, though the drive takes time to power up. It’s how they travel between worlds. Planetstriders are too heavy to break free of a gravity well any other way.” T’kon squatted down, removing his own gauntlets and exposing large, furry hands. “If your people do not possess planetstriders of their own, I find it unlikely that you will be able to stop them.”

      “There has to be a way, and I intend to find it.” Nolan reached into his pack, removing a soybar. He tore the wrapper and took a bite. It tasted like ashes, but he chewed mechanically.

      “I believe we are kindred spirits, Captain. I too have come to this world seeking a way to stop the planetstriders. I came close to achieving my goal, but was forced to retreat when your forces arrived. I saw inside the control unit, saw the core itself.” The Ganog spoke with a reverence that Nolan found intriguing. “The Nameless Ones forbid a warrior caste—or even a leadership caste—to witness the miracles inside the control unit. What I have done breaks all our traditions, but it was worth it. The core was beautiful, a glowing blue cube.”

      “The planetstrider core is a glowing blue cube? That sounds a great deal like our cores.” Nolan pointed at Edwards, who was chatting amiably with Aluki. “Edwards was born human, like me. We used Primo technology to convert him into a core. In many ways, he is the mech. My mech runs on a Synthetic core, an artificial intelligence built from a neural imprint from a real person.”

      “I do not understand. Are you telling me that you can manufacture these cores? Nolan, if that is true…the Imperium must never learn of it.”

      “Why?” Nolan finished his bar, tucking the wrapper into a pouch on his pack.

      T’kon’s nostrils flared. “I see I have failed to convey the importance of planetstriders within our society. We cannot create cores. If one is damaged, our only hope is to scavenge another. Over the millennia, we’ve lost nearly half our planetstriders—a new one has not been constructed since the fourth dynasty. Your technology could change that, and would definitely tip the balance of power in the Imperium. May I see this core?”

      Nolan cursed inwardly. He’d just given away critical intelligence, simply by not understanding the local culture. He barely knew T’kon. Would the alien betray them, or try to steal a core? Maybe. All he could do at this point was be watchful.

      “Kay, open the core chamber.” Nolan moved to the rear of the mech, where a panel had just slid open. Inside was a tritanium housing, the toughest part of the mech. It was located where the legs met the mech’s torso.

      “Of course, Captain. I can provide schematics, if desired,” Kay supplied, helpfully as always.

      “That won’t be necessary.” He’d already revealed enough.

      “This is incredible.” The Ganog’s awed whisper was barely audible. “It is smaller than a planetstrider’s core, but even the shape is the same. The similarities are unmistakable. I do not understand. Where did you learn how to make these?”

      Nolan was saved from having to answer by rising voices on the other side of the garage. An argument had broken out, and seemed to be escalating.
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      Hannan emptied the contents of the soup packet into the pot, giving it a half-hearted stir with her spoon. Normally Annie handled the meals, but she was lost in conversation with Aluki and Edwards. Their laughter was out of place, incongruous after the violence that had led them here. Yet Hannan didn’t begrudge them that. If anything, she was pleased they were in high spirits.

      Only Lena had stayed near the fire, but she was lost in her datapad and mumbling to herself. Hannan had grown used to that, and knew to let her have her space. Odds were good she’d pop up after a few hours, and give them some radical solution to get them out of this mess.

      Lena was brilliant, and while Hannan loathed having a non-com with them, she understood why the captain had insisted. It was a good thing, given that they were now trapped.

      Burke and Nuchik stood at the edge of the floodlights, conversing in low tones. They were scowling in the captain’s direction. Hannan frowned. Nuchik barked a harsh laugh.

      “Something funny?” Hannan called. She rose from the stove, ambling over to the pair. She was still keyed up from the stims she’d dropped when they started to run. Made her teeth itch.

      “Yeah, Lieutenant, something is funny. Your joke of an outfit,” Nuchik taunted. She was taller than Hannan, looming as she took an aggressive step closer. “You’ve got a washed-up drunk, a smelly cat who thinks she’s better than everyone, and a tin man. The best part? Your captain is an analyst. A freaking analyst, Hannan. Like I said, a joke.”

      “That analyst outscored all of Alpha Company in mech training,” Hannan growled. “That analyst would kick your pathetic ass, and anyone else who wanted to step.” She narrowed her eyes, leaning in close. “You want to be real careful how you talk about my squad, Nuchik. I’m all out of patience, and I’ve been itching to take it out on someone. Trust me, you do not want that to be you.”

      “That’s enough, Nuchik.” Burke waved her to silence. “Nolan’s squad is short on discipline. You talk like that, and Hannan might take a swing at you. Then you’d have to embarrass her in front of her pet cat.”

      Lena finally looked up from her datapad, blinking curiously. Her whiskers twitched. “What are you going on about? I’m busy. Can’t you see that? Go shoot something.”

      “Oh, I’ll shoot something,” Nuchik snapped. Then she spit in Lena’s face.

      Lena recoiled, wiping furiously at her fur. Her feline eyes tightened dangerously, and she gave a low, deep growl. “You think because I am a scientist that I will accept this insult? I will gut you, human, and feast on your entrails.”

      Burke yanked his sidearm from the holster, aiming it at Lena. “Sit down, cat.”

      Hannan bent swiftly, grabbing the handle of the soup pot. She came to her feet, slamming the pot into Burke’s smug face. The pistol discharged, but the shot went wide. Hannan snapped a kick into Burke’s groin, but he blocked it with his thigh.

      Something flashed in the corner of her vision, and she pivoted just in time to catch a punch from Nuchik. The blow caught her in the chin, snapping her head back painfully.

      “That was a mistake, human.” Lena leapt, extending her claws as she came down on Nuchik. Nuchik rolled to the side, but a quick blow from Lena scored her armor along the shoulder.

      “Oh, no, you didn’t.” Edwards’s metallic voice blared painfully through the garage. The mech whirred to life, leaping to its feet. Edwards extended his cannon arm, aiming the weapon at Burke. “Did you just try to shoot Lena? Captain, can I melt this guy?”

      “What the hell is going on here?” Nolan boomed. He stalked over to Hannan, glaring at her. “Explain.”

      “Nuchik picked a fight, sir. Seems they don’t like trash from the 14th. Seems they also don’t like Tigris. Things got a bit heated, and Burke here accidentally discharged his weapon when I smashed him in the face with some soup,” Hannan explained. “They’re bad for morale, sir, and about as useful as the 1st was during the Battle of Earth—you know, that battle we won for these ungrateful pricks?”

      “You better watch what you say about the 1st,” Burke snapped, sliding into a combat stance. “I watched men a thousand times better than you die—first by your cat friends, and then defending Earth while you hid behind the Primo.”

      “Lieutenant Burke, I’m just going to come right out and ask,” Nolan said. “Are you planning to mutiny? Or are you willing to follow orders? Because I’m out of time for your bullshit. You don’t like us. I get that. I didn’t like working with the Tigris either, at first, but here’s the thing: we have a job to do. Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t the 1st Fleet’s slogan Get the job done?”

      Burke snapped to attention, his training taking over. “Sir, there’s no mutiny here.”

      Hannan suppressed a smile.

      “Private Nuchik, what about you?” Nolan demanded, rounding on her. “We need every asset, but if you mutiny I will execute you. Am I making myself perfectly clear?”

      “We’ll follow orders,” she snapped, refusing to meet the captain’s gaze. She dropped her voice to a near whisper. “But we don’t have to like it.”

      Hannan watched Nolan carefully, curious to see how he’d defuse this. He’d gotten Fizgig to work with humans. As far as Hannan was concerned, he could do pretty much anything.

      “Listen up, everyone,” he said. “That includes you, Lieutenant Hannan.”

      That caught her by surprise. She dropped the smug smile, snapping to attention.

      Nolan gave everyone a hard look, taking them all in with his displeasure. “The Coalition is young. We’re undermanned. We’re tired of war. We’ve run into an enemy that looks like it has every advantage. A highly aggressive enemy that would love to conquer every Coalition world. Our only hope is finding some way to stop them, something we can send to the admiral. I believe we might have a way to do that, if we can stop bickering long enough to do it. Aluki, T’kon was telling me about warp generators. He said that some are quite small. Is it possible for you to construct—or scavenge—a small warp drive?”

      “Mmm, I think I could do that. I just need spivo wire, and a starlight generator. How much matter do you need to warp?” She blinked those large eyes.

      The captain reached into his pocket, producing a dat drive the size of his thumbnail. “Just this.”

      Hannan could have kissed the man. “You’re going to send a report to the admiral.”

      “That’s the plan, yes. We have critical information, and we can’t risk using Quantum,” Nolan pointed out. “First, we need to build this device. Then we can try communicating with home. Aluki, we’ll need a generator capable of powering two uses.”

      “Why?” the Whalorian asked, blinking up at him.

      “Because after R&D examines the device, I’m hoping she’ll send us an answer.”
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      T’kon flared his lower nostrils, drinking deeply of the basement’s cool air. It helped keep him calm, preventing his fur from spiking into green. These humans might not know what the color signified, but he didn’t want to give them cause to wonder. It was deadly difficult; the weight of what he’d just learned nearly crushed him to the floor.

      This Coalition could produce cores. If he could learn that secret, and bring it back to the Azi clan…it would change everything. They’d lift his banishment, and elevate him back into the leadership caste. A single one of these war machines might free his people from Takkar’s boot.

      “I apologize for the interruption,” Nolan said, walking back over.

      T’kon hadn’t paid much attention to the squabbles of the warriors. He was still digesting the knowledge he’d been given. “That’s quite all right, Captain.” He took another deep breath, maintaining his calm. “If Aluki says your plan is viable, then I trust her. She’s proven quite resourceful, despite her appearance.”

      “Mmm, quite a challenge you’ve given me.” Aluki waddled over, giving a wide smile that exposed her baleen. “I am eager to attempt this. I haven’t experimented much with warp generators, but I understand their usage.”

      “I will escort her to the market, Captain. The pair of us are less likely to draw attention.” It would also give T’kon time to think, to consider options. He had no particular loyalty to these aliens, but he loathed stealing. The idea of just taking a core—particularly from allies—was…distasteful.

      “That’s probably a good idea, but I have no way of confirming you’d come back. I’d feel safer sending at least one of my men with you. Any objections?” The way Nolan phrased the question made it clear it wasn’t optional.

      “Very prudent, Captain. If you can spare two warriors, it might be even safer.”

      “Hannan, Nuchik—front and center,” Nolan barked. His clipped words would have been the envy of any slavemaster.

      The soldiers he’d indicated hurried over, snapping to attention. T’kon was fairly certain both were female, though he wouldn’t swear before a seeker.

      “Which of your warriors has command, Captain?” T’kon asked.

      “Hannan, you’ll be in charge of combat operations. Get Aluki to the market, and ensure that she gets what she needs. I’m attaching T’kon here as an advisor. Listen to what he has to say. Get everyone back here in one piece, and do it without being detected.”

      “Captain,” Burke called, stalking up. “Are you sure Nuchik is the best choice? As you pointed out, her armor hasn’t been properly modified. She’ll stand out.”

      “Don’t worry, Burke,” Hannan said with a chilly smile. “I can help her get ready. It will just take a minute. I know the 1st doesn’t like to get dirty, but we’re going to show you how to do things our way.”

      “Get on that, Hannan,” Nolan ordered.

      Burke did not seem pleased. His eyes communicated a clear challenge, one that any Ganog would have had no choice but to answer with violence. Yet eventually the fiery-haired soldier relented, stalking to the far side of the cavernous garage.

      “Watch yourself around that one,” T’kon cautioned. “He will bury a blade in your back, given a chance.”

      “Not on my watch, he won’t,” Hannan taunted. She sealed her helmet, obscuring her features.

      The woman with the rifle followed, bolting on her helmet as well.

      “I will keep them safe, Captain.” T’kon turned to Aluki. “Lead the way, little one. We will acquire the things you need.”
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      “Admiral, I’ve got Senator Carnifex on the line,” Juliard said, looking up from her console.

      “Senator,” Fizgig scoffed, shaking her head. She took a moment to groom an errant lock on her shoulder, putting off the call for as long as she dared. She loathed politics more than she did getting wet.

      “Put it on screen.” She blinked up at the large display, which resolved into a familiar Jaguara. His spotted fur gleamed, too lustrous for his age. “You’ve dyed your fur, Carnifex? I’d heard you’d gone soft, but I never imagined this.”

      “Do not seek to bait me, Mighty Fizgig,” Carnifex growled. His tail bristled, and he licked his chops in a transparent attempt to show his fangs. “I still remember our duel on Jaguara. Since then, I’ve come to respect you. It is for that reason alone that I am willing to hear this mad plea.”

      “It is no plea,” Fizgig countered. “It is an order, signed by the president himself. I have been given operational authority, and I’m ordering you to evacuate your pride.”

      “You are Tigris, Fizgig. You understand that such a thing isn’t possible.” Carnifex shook his head sadly, ears twitching. “My people have gathered from many prides, setting aside their differences in favor of a single dream. They’ve built a home here. They will not abandon it.”

      “You said much the same thing when I counseled you to leave Jaguara ahead of the Void Wraith invasion,” Fizgig pointed out. She, too, shook her head. “Our people must live, Carnifex. They respect you. They will listen to you. They must be persuaded to leave, and leave quickly. Already this new enemy has scouted half a dozen uninhabited systems. They are getting closer, and another jump could bring them here.”

      Carnifex paused, and for a moment there was a glimmer of his old self—the warlord who’d ruled the most ruthless pride. He’d changed much in the years since, had grown in many ways and softened in others. Yet in this instance she needed the man he’d been, not the man he was.

      “I’ve broadcast the footage from the battle at Ganog 7.” Fizgig pressed the attack. “Review time index one one seven point six.”

      The time index showed one of the dreadnoughts firing its main cannon, its target coming apart at the seams.

      “By Tigrana, they vaporized a cruiser in one shot,” Carnifex whispered. His eyes had gone wide; his tail stopped swishing.

      “That is not the worst of it.” Fizgig waited for him to finish reviewing the footage.

      “What is that…monstrosity?” he finally demanded.

      “We do not know their name for it, but it appears to be a two-thousand-meter-tall reptile. Armor and weaponry have been attached, much as we’d augment our own species. The cannon, as you can see, can fire into orbit. They are powerful, certainly. They tore apart our ground forces. Your own troops will fare no better if they bring these things here. Even if they do not, you can see their fleet in action. The best efforts of my entire fleet damaged a single capital ship. We lost six vessels, and had we not tricked them we’d have been wiped out to a man.”

      “What do they want from us?” Carnifex asked.

      “Conquest, I expect. We don’t know for certain. We know little, save that they are hostile. Nolan was left behind on their planet.” She wasn’t certain why she’d told him that, except because he was one of the few who understood what that meant.

      “Goddess willing, he lives.” Carnifex touched his paw to his forehead. “He is a canny one, as humans go. I suspect this enemy will find it difficult to kill him.”

      “I tend to agree, but the odds are considerable. Dryker has refused to let me mount a rescue.” Fizgig’s tail slashed through the air, back and forth.

      “He is likely right to do so, but I chafe being told by a human what we can or cannot do. Our people have changed much in a short time, to accept such things.” Carnifex twitched his ears sadly, then shook his head. “Get back to your war, Mighty Fizgig. I will convince my people to run, for now at least. We will batten down our homes, and hope the day of our return comes swiftly. I would know, though: how will you fight this invader? You never engage in a battle you do not believe you can win.”

      “By not fighting,” Fizgig explained. “If your enemy seeks a war they know they can win, then do not give them war. We are withdrawing from the border worlds, at least until we have the tools to resist.”

      “Tools forged in this mysterious Birthplace no one will admit exists.” Carnifex gave her an accusing stare.

      “It is not my secret to tell, Carnifex. My job is to keep the enemy from our throats long enough to forge a dagger for his throat. I can say no more.”

      Fizgig’s next stop was to the Birthplace, but she could say nothing of that. Not even to Carnifex.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            Cores

          

        

      

    

    
      Krekon labored under the rarest of emotions: fear. It leaked into his fur, staining it a sallow yellow. He hated that fact, the knowledge that he had so little control that he couldn’t banish a simple emotion. Yet the fear was justified.

      The platform zoomed ever closer to Takkar’s command island, and he could smell the nervousness from his Saurians. They prowled about the edges of the disk, as if seeking escape. Underlying that fear was rage—rage at the deaths of their companions.

      The platform finally reached the island, swooping down to hover near the edge. The Saurians moved as one, forming a defensive screen. Krekon hopped off as well, walking slowly toward the command dais. Takkar stood atop it, regally delivering orders to his techsmith. His fur was a truly alarming shade of red.

      “Clan Leader, you requested my presence.” Krekon knelt, dropping his gaze to Takkar’s feet. The fact that Takkar hadn’t warped him in this time was puzzling, and more than a little alarming. Either he had greater priorities, or he had already decided Krekon’s fate.

      Either way, Krekon didn’t like the formality.

      “I did.” Takkar’s tone was mild, but his fur didn’t lighten. Not even a shade. “Tell me, Krekon—if one of your hounds failed you as completely as you have failed me, what would you do?”

      “I would have his packmates devour him while he still lived.” Krekon’s reply came without thought, even though it was possible Takkar would visit the same fate upon him.

      “A fair punishment, I think.” Takkar turned to face him, and Krekon was glad he was already staring at the white metal floor. “Fortunately for you, I have greater problems.”

      “The war does not proceed to your liking, Clan Leader?” Krekon asked, mildly surprised. This new species was weak—too weak to challenge them, certainly. Their first fleet had been destroyed to a man, without inflicting a single casualty. Their second had fared only marginally better.

      “No, it does not,” Takkar thundered. His fur blackened. “On nine worlds—each pulled from the databanks we plundered, each supposedly a colonized world—we have sought to engage them. In every case, the colony was empty. There was no sign of enemy forces. We found nothing. Not a single labor-slave. They are abandoning their worlds. This enemy commander is the most cowardly I have ever faced. I will feast upon his heart. He cannot run forever.”

      Krekon waited in silence, withering under the weight of Takkar’s rage. All he could do was pray to avoid his notice, as one did with the Nameless Ones.

      “What have you found, Krekon? Give me something, or I may lose control.”

      “I possess something that may help, Clan Leader. Something that may ease your ire.” Krekon waved to his Saurians, who laboriously carried a chrome case to the Clan Leader’s feet. They opened it, revealing the fabulous contents.

      “What am I looking at, Krekon?” Takkar asked. His fur had already lightened to a curious blue.

      “They are cores, Clan Leader. cores constructed by these humans.” Krekon trailed off, knowing he’d said enough.

      Takkar’s gaze became calculating, as he worked out the implications, just as Krekon had. “With just a few of these cores we could double our supply of planetstriders. We’d finally be strong enough to conquer the rest of the Imperium.”

      Krekon smiled, satisfied that his discovery had saved his life.
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      Nolan appended the last few images to his report, then saved the file to his dat crystal. It, along with the other files, explained their findings here. T’kon’s data on the planetstriders would probably be the most vital, but the data about the Imperium and the Ganog would also be useful. One needed to understand an enemy before one could beat them.

      Most important of all, of course, was the idea that there was a discontented populace eager to overthrow cruel masters. The ka’tok were vital to every part of the Ganog Imperium, but the Ganog appeared to ignore and underestimate their laborers. Their help would be needed in freeing this planet. Even if Nolan didn’t survive long enough to see that happen, what he did here would ensure that Fizgig finish what he started.

      “Mmm, Captain?” Aluki waddled up, seizing his hand with a rubbery glove. “I’ve completed the prototype. Come, see what Annie and I have constructed.” She hummed happily as she tugged him away from the hunk of metal he’d been using as a camp chair.

      Nolan allowed the Whalorian to lead him toward their hastily assembled workbench, where Lena and Annie were staring down at a rusty cube. A bundle of wires extended from the back of the cube, clipped to what he guessed was a portable battery pack.

      “That’s it?” he asked, mildly surprised by the lack of complexity.

      “Mmm, that’s it.” Aluki beamed with pride. “It has enough power for two uses, and has a cargo slot large enough for your dat crystal. Does it meet your requirements?”

      “Yes, yes it does.” Nolan couldn’t help but grin. “Well done, Aluki. This is exactly what we needed. We can finally bring the Coalition up to speed on the Imperium.”

      “Hey, I helped on that contraption,” Annie pointed out, given Nolan a gap-toothed grin. “I soldered the wires to that triangle-looking thing.”

      “Yes, yes. Annie was very helpful.” Aluki patted Annie’s leg. “Hannan and Nuchik, also helpful. They protected me while I met with my suppliers. Your race is quite resourceful.”

      “Aluki,” Lena said, her voice thoughtful. “This power supply, what is it? The readings it gives off are similar to one of our fusion reactors, but it seems to produce an order of magnitude more power.”

      “Mmm, it’s called a starlight generator. We can no longer manufacture them, but we can recharge them. They were very, very common at the beginning of the Imperium. There were hundreds of millions. The supply has dwindled, but they can still be found on nearly any world. Broken ones make their way back to Imperalis, where the techsmiths repair them.”

      “I imagine R&D will dismantle it, before replying with a message,” Nolan mused. “Sending them one of these starlight generators could be as important as telling them about warp technology. Aluki, is there any chance that the Imperium will detect the warp?”

      “Mmm, it’s possible, but I don’t think so. The power signature is very small.” The stocky alien turned toward T’kon, who was lounging against a nearby mech, watching them silently. “T’kon, you are Ganog. What do you think?”

      “It’s extremely unlikely they can detect the warp,” T’kon rumbled quietly. “There are scanners capable of such a thing, but they are expensive and rarely deployed. You also have to understand Ganog mindset. If their elites were stranded behind enemy lines, it would be their duty to inflict as much damage as possible before dying. Gathering intel is something relegated to the leadership caste, not the warrior caste. I do not think they will suspect such a tactic, or guard against it. However, Krekon is canny. If any Ganog would think to monitor warps, it would be he.”

      “It’s worth the risk. Hannan, Burke, get over here.” Nolan ordered. He waited for both to approach before continuing. “Get your respective squads into a state of readiness. I want lookouts posted in the superstructure above. You can work out shifts.”

      “Which one of us is in charge?” Burke asked, eyeing Nolan suspiciously.

      “You are, Burke.”

      Hannan’s head shot up, and Nolan saw the heat in her gaze—but her jaw locked, and she held her tongue.

      “Why?” Burke asked. His confusion seemed genuine.

      “Because, Lieutenant, you made some unfortunate and unfounded remarks about my squad’s level of discipline, and here’s the thing: I know Hannan will follow orders if I put you in charge. If I put her in charge, I’d have to worry about you undermining her authority. You think you’re better than us, and I can’t have you questioning Hannan’s judgement in a critical situation because you think you’re hot shit.”

      “I see.” Burke’s face went stony as he watched Hannan. “All right sir, we’ll get patrols set up immediately. Hannan, Nuchik, you’re with me.” Burke led the others up the ramp and out of sight.

      “Well done, Captain,” T’kon rumbled.

      “We’ll see,” Nolan said. “Aluki, I’ve got a job for you as well. You can take T’kon with you, if you think it’s necessary.”

      “Mmm, what do you need me to do?” she asked, blinking large eyes.

      “If this were my world, people would hate the Imperium. They’d be angry after an attack like the one Krekon made on the market.” Nolan folded his arms, hoping he was right in his assumptions. “My people would be ready to fight back, given the opportunity. The question is, are yours? Do you know of anyone who might be willing to help us free this world?”

      “That’s a tough question.” Aluki wrung her hands. She rocked back and forth for several seconds before speaking. “I think so, yes. We are not warrior caste, but some will fight. Others will be willing to help in small ways, passing word or helping us get weapons. They could still be useful. The Saurians are our best bet. They might fight.”

      “Good. How quickly can you meet with these Saurians?” Nolan asked.

      “Mmm, I can go right now.” Aluki gave one of those large grins. “The Ganog call us ka’tok. But we will teach them that we have teeth. Well…some races have teeth. Not Whalorians.”

      “T’kon, will you escort her?” Nolan asked.

      “A wise precaution, Captain. Saurians are opportunistic and violent. Seeing an elite there will force them to listen, at the very least. I am fairly certain I can convince them to meet with you.”
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      Nolan stepped nervously inside the pavilion. The dirty fabric rippled from the growing winds. Three dozen faces—a mixture of aliens—stared back at him. Most were blue-scaled Saurians, with a few Whalorians mixed in.

      “Mmm, will be another storm soon,” Aluki cautioned. “A bad one. We should be swift.” She waddled toward the middle of the tent, and a pair of Saurians stepped out to greet her. She shifted toward Nolan, beckoning him to join her.

      He walked over as casually as he could manage, consciously keeping his hand away from his sidearm. Any one of these people could be a spy, or could decide to kill him for the very thing that had brought them together to listen: the cores.

      “This is Nolan. Nolan, this is Sissrot and Sissus. Sissrot is the leader of his people, and I’ve only just met Sissus.” Aluki turned back to the Saurians, delivering an infectious grin. Even the Saurians smiled.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nolan.” Sissrot said, his voice sounding a bit like the low rumble a crocodile made. He clenched his fist over his heart, so Nolan mirrored the gesture. Sissrot waved at his companion. “I believe it is Sissus you have come to speak to, however. Sissus, the time is now. We will never have a better.”

      The Saurian he’d addressed as Sissus did not look pleased. His reptilian face was more or less emotionless, but still managed to convey distaste. “Very well, elder. The risk is great, but I will do as you ask. I am Sissus, and you are alive because of my actions.”

      Nolan licked his lips, mentally backpedaling. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Observe, ka’tok.” The Saurian closed its eyes, and began a series of shallow, rapid breaths. Its scales rippled, reversing themselves as he watched. The blue changed to red, flowing down the Saurian’s body until he’d completely changed. Sissus opened his eyes. “Do you know me now?”

      Nolan took an involuntary step backward. “You look just like the Saurian kill team we ran into when we rescued Burke.”

      “Yes. I sent one pack, instead of all four. I delayed our response, giving you a chance to slip away.” The Saurian leaned closer, its breath cold and musky. “Had I come personally, with all my forces, you and your companions would now be dead.”

      “Why did you let us go?” Nolan asked. He’d thought the escape was a little too easy, and the sudden confirmation was jarring.

      “Because you are the knife with which I will kill Krekon,” Sissus said. He gave a low, alarming hiss.  “I risked much in letting you live, and I’d see that deed repaid. You will provide the opportunity to kill Krekon, sooner or later.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Nolan asked. Sissrot hadn’t spoken, nor had Aluki. But they were watching. Everyone was.

      “Nothing, yet. I thought it premature to speak to you, but elder Sissrot insisted. So I have spoken. I do not know how letting you live will lead to Krekon’s death, but by the Nameless Ones I will make it so.” Sissus turned back to Sissrot. “I have lingered long enough. I must return, or the clutch will question my absence. We cannot risk alerting Krekon, or we will never have the opportunity to strike.”

      “May you avoid their gaze.” Sissrot bowed to Sissus, and the Saurian spy retreated. Sissrot waited for him to depart before continuing. “Excuse his hostility, but I thought it important that you meet him, so you can see that my people have at least some power. We wish to be taken seriously, not treated as ka’tok. As you can see, most of us are armed.”

      “I promise to take you seriously, Sissrot. Your people will be invaluable in a fight, and my squad will take all the help we can get.”

      “Is it true that you have some way to combat the elites?” Sissrot gave that croc rumble again. “We are good fighters, but the reason the clutches do not rebel is fear of the elites. We cannot stand against them. That is how they conquered our world in the first place.”

      “I’m guessing most of you saw the battle when my people arrived,” Nolan said. “I have access to a few of the war machines we used to kill elites. We can kill them, with your help.”

      “Good. Then let us talk about the reason we are willing to aid you.” Sissrot watched him with deadly intensity. “Aluki says the unthinkable: that your people possess the ability to manufacture cores.”

      “She’s right,” Nolan admitted. “My people do possess that tech.” He wasn’t high enough rank to divulge state secrets, but cores were hardly state secrets. They were common tech used by two dozen new manufacturing companies. “I can’t provide you cores—not yet. We’re cut off from our fleet, and until they return we’re on our own. But I have a proposition. If you help us when our fleet arrives, I can promise each of you your own core. We can also secure you safe passage off this rock.”

      The room erupted into shouts. People clapped each other on the back. Many whooped. It was as if they’d all won the lottery and been told they were given immortality at the same time.

      Sissrot gave Nolan a respectful bow. “Captain, you have the support of the Sisska clutch.”
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      Fizgig’s leg ached, but she ignored the slight limp as she walked down the viewing ramp. Khar walked beside her, studiously ignoring her limp. She in turn ignored the fact that his body was slightly…off. The scientists who’d designed the synthetic fur had done an admirable job, but there was no way to duplicate a proper Tigris scent.

      Khar looked as he had—all powerful muscles and long limbs. His golden mane framed his face, and his fangs gleamed under the soft lights. Even his eyes were the same, the slits dilating as he peered through the window at the dry dock.

      “An impressive weapon,” he rumbled. “The refitting goes swiftly.”

      “Not swiftly enough,” Fizgig countered. Drones swarmed around a human vessel, tiny laser torches affixing the new cannon.

      That cannon ran the length of the cruiser, jutting out past the end of the hull. It had a wide bore, though Fizgig had no idea what kind of ordnance it fired. It didn’t look like a particle cannon or gauss rifle, and she could think of no other weapon they’d have used.

      The welds around the new cannon seemed sound, though the ship wouldn’t win any prizes for beauty. In the distance were several other space docks, all bathed in the light of the white star in the center of the mythical Birthplace.

      Its radiance was collected by a massive Dyson Sphere encasing the three artificial worlds the Primo had constructed. That energy was used to stabilize the system, keeping it stationary at the edge of the supermassive blackhole near the galactic core.

      The location made the Birthplace nearly impossible to reach, but that was only part of what kept this place safe. Secrecy was an even greater defense, and only a need as urgent as her own would cause Fizgig to risk exposing it.

      A pair of human scientists in white coats were approaching. The scientist in the back wore thick glasses, and his head was buried in a datapad. Fizgig dismissed him as an underling. She knew the woman in the lead, who walked with the powerful grace of a warrior despite her academic bearing.

      “Kathryn,” Khar boomed, sweeping the smaller human into a hug. She squeaked when his grip tightened. “This place you have built is truly marvelous.” Finally he set the human down, though she looked a little dazed.

      “It’s your first time seeing the Birthplace. I’d forgotten.” Kathryn straightened her glasses, peering up at Khar. “How’s the body working?”

      “It is wondrous.” Khar clenched and unclenched his hand, grinning broadly. “I feel Tigris, but so much more. I am stronger, faster, and do not need to breathe. Many of my warriors have expressed a desire for similar bodies.”

      “Trust me, I know.” Kathryn rolled her eyes, but the smile was still in place. “We get a barrage of requests every day, but we’re not equipped for mass production yet. That body is a prototype, so be careful with it. We don’t have replacements lying around. Most of our resources are going to refitting the fleets.”

      “Which is why we have come. Time is short, and we’ve no time for pleasantries. What have you made for me, Kathryn?” Fizgig hated how much it relieved her to stop walking.

      The human woman looked much the same as when Fizgig had last seen her. A decade had passed for her, while only a year had passed for Fizgig. There were a few more wrinkles on her face, a few grey hairs among the mass of dark curls.

      “The weaponry we’re attaching is called the theta cannon. We developed it based on the information you passed us about these new aliens. The theta cannon fires a superheated alerium core, surrounded by a nimbus of plasma. Effectively, you are firing small stars at your opponents.”

      Fizgig began to purr. “And you’ve constructed enough of these to outfit the 2nd Fleet?”

      “We’re working as fast as we can, but we only have so much manpower. Or drone power, I guess. We’ll need about another week, your time. Then you’ll finally have the tools to fight back.”

      “And this theta cannon will punch through the enemy shields?” Fizgig asked. Her natural skepticism wouldn’t be quieted.

      “We can’t know for sure. The models we’re using are based on data you provided. Once you’d used enough firepower, the enemy’s shield went down. Temporarily, at least. The theta cannon will deliver approximately three times as much force as the combined assault you used before.”

      “Impressive, Kathryn. Both Dryker and Nolan would be pleased, I am sure.” Fizgig paused, a sudden drawback occurring to her. “The rounds that this fires. How large are they and how many have you produced?”

      “That’s the part you’re not going to like,” Kathryn admitted. She tapped her datapad, pursing her lips as she studied some numbers. “We’ve only made about twenty, and even with an aggressive production schedule we won’t have more than three rounds per vessel. The cannons will only fit on a cruiser, destroyer, or capital ship—though we’re working on smaller cannons for the frigates and corvettes. Those will take longer to produce.”

      “That will be enough for a single full engagement,” Fizgig mused. “I cannot fight a war, but I could win a battle. An important one.”

      “What are you thinking?” Kathryn asked.

      The pair had never been close, but Fizgig still considered her Nolan’s female, despite their forced separation. They were family, in a way.

      “Nolan is trapped on the enemy’s world. I intend to get him back.”

      “You left him there?” Kathryn’s scent became acrid, and her eyes narrowed. The scientist mask was gone, replaced by the warrior Fizgig knew she was. “He could already be dead.”

      “Dryker has forbidden me from attempting a rescue until these weapons are ready. His fate is in your hands, Kathryn.”

      Kathryn’s shoulders slumped, and she nodded. “I wish we could speed up the process, but that’s just not possible. Nolan will have to hold his own, at least until we can get you your cannons.”

      Fizgig’s comm unit buzzed. She snatched it from her belt, thumbing it awake. “I told you not to bother me during the inspection.”

      “I know, sir,” Juliard said. “But, I think you’re going to want to know about this.”

      “What is it?” she demanded.

      “A device appeared on your chair. I was standing right there, and watched the air twist and fold around it. At first we worried it might be a bomb. I called in demolitions, and they confirmed it wasn’t. They inspected it and found a dat crystal inside, sir. That’s when we called you.”

      “What does the dat crystal contain?” Fizgig asked.

      “We haven’t read the contents, but it has Captain Nolan’s ident code.”
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      “You wanted to talk to me, sir?” Hannan asked. She removed the energy cell from her plasma rifle, checking for bits of rust before snapping it home again. The weapon didn’t really need to be checked, but she was nervous about this conversation, and the activity helped.

      “I’m guessing you already know what this is about.” The way Nolan spoke made it clear he knew that she knew.

      “Yeah,” Hannan said. “This is about that scrap I had with Burke and Nuchik.” She darted a glance to the far side of the garage, where Nuchik sat reading. Burke was nearby, cleaning his weapon. He glanced up at her, eyes hard. “Captain, she spat in Lena’s face. That would have been bad if Lena were human, but you know what kind of insult that is to a Tigris.”

      “Yes, but Nuchik doesn’t. She doesn’t know anything about them, beyond the fact that Tigris have killed the men fighting beside her. Until the very end of the war with the Void Wraith, the Tigris were the enemy. That’s what she sees when she looks at Lena, or the admiral.” Nolan rested a hand on Hannan’s shoulder, giving her a squeeze. If another officer had done it, she’d have decked them. But Nolan had earned her trust, time and again.

      “Captain, she called you an analyst. She called Annie a drunk,” Hannan protested. She hated that it sounded petulant. During the moment it had seemed so much more…urgent.

      “I am an analyst. I worked in OFI, behind a desk for most of my brief career. My test scores in a mech aren’t going to change that. Look at Annie.” Nolan nodded in the older woman’s direction, nudging Hannan with his elbow. “She’s having a drink right now, that green stuff Aluki likes. She still chews tobacco and avoids words with more than two syllables.”

      “So you’re saying Nuchik is right about us?” Hannan asked, hoping she was wrong.

      “Of course not. You know what we did in the war. You know how instrumental we were. We got things done that the 1st could never have accomplished. But I also know what everyone else sees. Burke and Nuchik were drilled to believe they were the best. We look like a ragtag group of misfits. Their reaction isn’t surprising.”

      “So what do we do about it?” Hannan asked, unsure where he was going with this line of logic.

      “We ignore it. Burke and Nuchik will follow orders, and that’s all that matters. They don’t have to like us, and we don’t have to like them. Here’s the thing, though: if you spend time and energy hating them, that leaves us vulnerable before the real enemy. That’s why I work so hard to see things from their point of view. I don’t give a shit what they think about us; I’ve got more important things to think about. Understanding them helps me not care. I get it, and their beliefs are on them, not us.”

      “Well said, sir.” Hannan smiled. She turned to watch Nuchik. The woman brushed scarlet hair from her face, which was illuminated by her datapad. “She’s studying the footage from the ambush. Trying to get better. She might be a bitch, but she’s a good soldier. I’ll focus on that.”

      Something flashed in the corner of Hannan’s vision, and she snapped her rifle to her shoulder. The air popped and spun near the foot of the captain’s mech, folding in on itself in a way that made her nauseous.

      It was the same warping effect she’d seen when they’d sent the message in a bottle to the admiral. She didn’t relax; if anything she grew more tense. Hannan didn’t lower her rifle until the effect ended, showing the rusty device they’d sent back to the fleet.

      “Looks like Fizgig got the message,” the captain said. He knelt next to the device, pulling out the dat crystal. “Let’s see what the admiral has to say.” Nolan inserted the crystal into his comm, and a hologram sprang up.

      Fizgig’s tiny form stared up at them. “Nolan, I am pleased that you live. The data you sent has been of great use, and we are creating a plan to retrieve your people. For that plan to succeed you must pave the way.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” the captain muttered.

      Hannan chuckled.

      “These planetstriders are formidable. Their weapons can reach orbit, which makes any ship attempting to land a very tempting target. We cannot risk shuttles against that kind of firepower. You must find a way to bypass them and make it to orbit. Failing that, you must disable the planetstriders so that we can attempt a landing.” Fizgig hesitated, her holographic tail swishing behind her. “This native, T’kon, seems like an asset, but do not be your usual trusting self. He may betray you. Be prepared, Nolan. When you are ready for your escape, send a signal to the Helios Gate. We will come as swiftly as we are able.”

      The hologram disappeared. Hannan met the captain’s gaze, trying to figure out what he thought of what he’d just been asked to do. With their limited forces, stopping those monstrosities seemed an impossibility. The Saurians only added a little firepower, and if they confronted a planetstrider they’d all end up dead.

      Hannan watched as Nolan removed the chip and put it the neoprene pouch on his belt. He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Burke, T’kon, come over here.”

      The pair made their way over, Burke wearing his usual distrust, though maybe not so closely as usual. T’kon’s face was impassive, his upper nostrils taking long breaths while the lower were closed. His fur was a soft brown, which seemed to be the default when he wasn’t doing anything. She wasn’t positive how or why his fur changed color, but she was starting to get the idea it had something to do with his emotions.

      “We need to plan an assault,” Nolan said. “Not just any assault, either. We need to hit all three planetstriders to ensure they can’t enter the fray when the fleet comes for us.”

      T’kon’s fur shifted to a bright orange, and he began a whooping laugh. “You don’t want to stop just one strider, but all three? At the same time? Captain, I’ve alluded to the fact that I have seen their defenses. What I neglected to mention was how recent the encounter was. The day you arrived I was trying to disable a strider. I made it to the control room, but barely escaped with my life.”

      “Are you serious?” Hannan asked. “This just keeps getting better and better. Why not just ask us to kill Takkar while we’re at it?”

      T’kon shook his head. “You are right to be concerned, but it is not so dire as you fear. I’ve seen your people. You react quickly, and if one of your installations was assaulted I imagine you’d raise security. Here, things are different. Everything is done by tradition. The number of defenders is prescribed, and while they will have replaced the Saurians I killed, I doubt they will have increased defenses. Not that the existing defenses are not formidable. Still, I do not see how we could assault all three planetstriders with our meager forces.”

      “What about the Saurians you met, Nolan?” Burke asked. “Any chance they’d help us?”

      Hannan was mildly surprised that the usual acid was absent from his tone, though she still bristled at his use of the captain’s name rather than his rank.

      “Aluki?” Nolan asked, redirecting the question to the Whalorian.

      “Mmm, it is unlikely they’ll take direct action. You must understand, Captain. These people are ka’tok. Garbage might be the closest word. They are raised from birth to understand that resistance is impossible, that they can never stop the Ganog. If you want them to help, you need to demonstrate comparable power.”

      “They saw us fight,” Burke protested. “We killed dozens of their elites.”

      T’kon shook his head. “Ultimately you were defeated, and your fleet driven away. The Saurians respect nothing but power, and if you cannot show that you have it, then do not count on any overt action on their behalf.”
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      “Sissus, attend me,” Krekon roared, his voice echoing through the heavy cruiser’s cargo bay.

      Sissus reluctantly unfolded from the welcoming warmth of his sleep pouch. He staggered to his feet, blinking away the void. Unlike many species, Saurians did not dream. This allowed them to wake swiftly, an evolutionary advantage that had allowed his species to rise to prominence.

      Before the Ganog had enslaved their world, of course.

      He moved swiftly up the corridor, toward the cargo bay. Unlike dreadnoughts, the cruisers had a much more conventional floor plan. The vessel used small metal rooms, a much more efficient use of the limited space in such a vessel.

      “I am here, Master,” Sissus said, rushing to Krekon’s side. “What is your wish?” He effected a servile tone, imagining his fangs around Krekon’s furry throat.

      “Prepare your pouchmates, Sissus. Soon, the hunt begins.” Krekon sounded pleased, the first time he’d been civil since his meeting with Takkar. Something had clearly changed.

      “Of course, Master. At once. May I know our destination, to bring the proper tools of death?” Sissus asked, oh so cautiously.

      He was a worm. Servile, worthless ka’tok. He buried his warrior pride.

      “These new aliens have finally made a mistake, Sissus,” Krekon said. His fur lightened to blue-green, for smug joy. “We detected a warp signature in the south warrens. A small one, but it came from an uninhabited area. The ka’tok do not possess such technology. I have gathered the best of my elites. We will slaughter their warriors, and capture their leaders. Now ready your pouchmates, Sissus. And do not question me again. My patience for such indulgences is limited.”

      Sissus bowed low, scurrying from the room. As soon as he’d exited he rose to his full height, stalking back toward the sleep chamber. His mind raced. If Krekon was correct—and Sissus strongly suspected he was—then the humans would be unprepared for the assault. If he couldn’t find a way to warn them, they were dead.

      “Get up, younglings.” He picked the pouch closest to the door, delivering a hard kick. It drew a surprised grunt. “We hunt. Gather your weapons.”

      All around him, Saurians crawled from their sleep pouches. They gathered weapons and donned armor quickly and efficiently, leaving Sissus little time to plan. He had no way to communicate directly with the humans. He could get word to his clutch, but it would take them time to alert the Whalorian.

      By then it would be too late.

      Sissus stalked from the room, heading back to the cargo bay. His pouchmates followed, gathering well away from the Ganog trickling into the room. There were a dozen in all, each one of the finest of the elites. They carried an assortment of weapons. Most had standard rifles, though there were also a variety of melee weapons. Unlike Saurians, the Ganog elite enjoyed close-quarters fighting.

      Of course, if Sissus could shape his body into a giant at will he might be more willing to claw and punch at his enemies. His people took care in combat, harrying their foes from a distance.

      “Prepare yourselves for battle,” Krekon bellowed, striding imperiously into the room. His armor gleamed, and he carried the legendary double-bladed axe, Vkash’s Vengeance. The weapon had felled an emperor, and had a history stretching to the beginning of the Imperium.

      Krekon walked to the other elites, who chanted their salutes at his approach. The floor in the center of the room warped out of existence, revealing the ruined city below. A fierce storm raged, battering the buildings with a wall of rust and wind. It was the worst storm Sissus had seen in nearly a cycle, and would make combat brutally short-ranged—just as the Ganog preferred.

      The ship descended toward the storm, the Ganog clustered eagerly around the edge of the gap in the floor. They were ready to leap into the fray, the moment a fray presented itself.

      “Our target is that building there. Sissus, you will be our eyes. Find them. You may engage their warriors, but leave the leaders for me,” Krekon boomed. He leapt through the floor, falling into the storm. The other elites followed, enveloping by swirling winds.

      Sissus had no choice but to follow, diving into the storm himself. He was blasted by the wind, thrown from his feet as he landed. He rolled quickly to his feet, catching a pouchmate as she nearly tumbled to the ground.

      When his people were gathered, they circled the building, hunting for an entrance that Sissus already knew existed. He took his time, circling slowly to the western face. If only he could broadcast his presence to the humans. Yet the voice of the storm made that impossible. It shouted past all other noise, drowning anything that might advertise their presence.

      “Clutch leader,” one of his mates hissed. “I have located an entrance. I believe it has been used recently.”

      Sissus moved slowly toward the ramp leading into the darkness. He knew the humans were down there somewhere, and he knew that there was likely no other way out of the building. If he led his men in there, the humans would be trapped. If he did not, he’d be killed—or worse, his secret ferreted out. Krekon was, after all, a melter.

      “Kress, scout the hole, since you discovered it. The rest of you, fan out. Watch the opening from the outside.”

      Sissus followed Kress into the tunnel, watching for an opportunity. Kress crept forward, pausing next to a fallen pylon. Sissus removed a pulse grenade, quietly tossing it at Kress’s feet. He stepped behind an intact pylon, just as a bright flash knocked Kress into the air. The explosion echoed down through the structure, impossible for the humans to miss.

      Sissus smiled grimly. He withdrew his comm. “Master, one of my pouchmates has been killed by a pulse grenade trap. They are aware of our arrival.”

      “Fool,” Krekon’s voice bellowed through the comm. “You’ve revealed our presence. Get your worthless hide out of the way. The elites will tend to this. Do not stray far, Sissus. I will take this failure from your hide when the battle is done. I will pry your secrets from your mind, and if I find the treachery I suspect, I will devour you.”

      Sissus froze. Krekon never made idle threats. Somehow, he knew.
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      “So, we have a rough plan. It’s a bad plan, but at least it’s a plan,” Nolan began. They were all watching him now, the combined weight of their gazes underscoring how heavy command could be. “We need allies, so we reach out to the Saurians. We can have Aluki arrange that as soon as the storm passes. In the meantime, we start drilling in three teams.”

      “What are those going to be, Captain?” Edwards boomed. His robotic face winced. “Sorry about the echo. I’ll knock a few decibels off.”

      “The mechs are too big to make it inside the mounds, so we go on foot. Sorry, Edwards, you’re going to be sitting out the first part of the assault.”

      “Awww, Captain.”

      “We’ve got a use for you, Edwards. The whole idea is to evacuate this rock—both our forces, and any allies we can rustle up. Your job is going to be securing the landing zone, so the admiral can swing by and pick us up.”

      “Okay.”

      Nolan leaned against the wall, pulling his legs up against his chest. Seeing a twenty-five-foot mech pout made him smile. “Hannan, Nuchik, you’re team one. Annie, T’kon, you’re team two. Burke, you’re with me.”

      Each person nodded as their name was mentioned.

      “Captain, what about me?” Lena asked. She hadn’t spoken since the incident with Nuchik.

      “You’re with Hannan. Before we detonate the control room, I want you to learn everything you can. If you can do some sort of data dump, even better. We need to learn as much as possible about these planetstriders.”

      “Nolan, if I could make a suggestion—” Burke began.

      BOOOM. A rolling wave of sound rushed through the room, echoing endlessly.

      Hannan leapt to her feet. “Captain, I recognize that detonation. That was one of their pulse grenades.”

      “Prep for contact,” Nolan barked. He sprinted to his mech, leaping up the right leg. He didn’t look to see what the rest of the squad was doing. He didn’t need to. They were professionals, and everyone knew their job. “Kay, get the reactor fired up. Expedited start sequence.”

      He climbed into the cockpit, sliding his feet into the stirrups, and slid his hands into the gauntlets, tapping the left thumb to close the cockpit. The view screen sprang to life and scrolled through the startup sequence.

      “Twenty-seven seconds until we’re operational, Captain,” Kay provided. Red dots appeared on the mini-map, a level above them. “I cannot identify the approaching targets, but I suspect they’re hostile.”

      “Good guess. Edwards, move to intercept. Burke, Nuchik, sniper positions. Hold the fort until the mechs are up and running.”

      Edwards pounded through the garage, skidding around the corner in a shower of sparks. Nolan hated sending him in alone, but if the enemy hit them with their pants down this would be a very short fight.

      He scanned his ordnance reading, drilling down to see the rest of the squad. They were down to less than sixty missiles, total. Every mech had at least light damage. Nothing critical, but it was exactly the wrong way to begin a battle with superior forces.

      “Come on, come on,” Nolan muttered, watching the startup indicator bar slowly fill.

      The heavy whine of enemy plasma weaponry sounded above, followed by the staccato of rapid missile detonations. He needed to get up there. Now.
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      Edwards skidded around the corner, coming up short next to a toppled pillar. “Uh, Captain, you’re not gonna like the look of this,” he said into his comm. “I’ve got a pack of them lizard aliens, but they’re backed up by the armored apes. I count, uh, eleven so far.”

      Plasma flowed from the reactor to his cannon, superheating the particles within. Edwards raised the weapon at the lizards, squeezing off a low-intensity shot. It scattered them into the shadows, but the little bastards moved quickly enough to dodge.

      The lead ape bellowed something in a weird language, then raised a sword with a much thicker blade than Edwards had ever seen. Part of him itched to ignite his plasma sword, but he knew Hannan would yell at him. He needed to kill these guys quick, and didn’t have time for a duel.

      “Wait for it,” Edwards muttered to himself. He let the ape get about forty meters closer, then shot him in the face. The ape wore a comically puzzled expression, right up until its face melted off. Its sword clattered to the ferrocrete, echoing loudly.

      That sent the rest of the apes into a frenzy. They charged forward, several bringing ranged weapons to bear. They fired a volley from their stocky black rifles, peppering Edwards with scarlet plasma fire. He fell back, plastering himself against the wall to minimize his profile. “Captain, I’ve taken some hits. There’s a lot of these guys. I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep ’em busy all that long. You’d better get moving.”

      “Acknowledged. Do what you can to slow them, corporal.” The captain’s voice was calm, helping Edwards focus. He wasn’t all that bright, and he knew it. But he was better than most when it came to a scrap like this.

      “Yes, sir.” Edwards sprinted down the ramp, dropping into cover next to a rusted vehicle. The mob of apes came around the corner, yelling and screeching in their bizarre language.

      He commanded the mech to fire a full spread of piranha missiles, fully half his ordnance in one shot. Hannan would have called the move reckless, but in situations like this he found big explosions were quite helpful.

      The missiles corkscrewed toward the enemy, breaking into dozens of smaller missiles a few meters from their targets. Explosions bloomed up around each other, becoming an impenetrable wall of fire. Edwards instinctively raised an arm to protect his face, a holdover from his days as a flesh-and-blood soldier.

      The flames died down to scattered fires, the stone glazed black with superheated ash. Two charred forms lay near the center of the explosion, but the rest of the apes were still moving. If they’d looked pissed before, now they were positively rabid.

      “Oh, shit.” Edwards leapt to his feet, sprinting deeper into the garage. The captain was one level below, and he needed to keep the Ganog from going down there before they were ready. He paused to yell at the pursuing apes: “Yeah, that’s right. I killed yer buddies. What are you gonna do about it?”

      He sprinted into the darkness, his floodlights banishing shadows. The far wall was coming up fast, no more than thirty meters ahead. There was no more room to run. Edwards skidded to a halt, putting his back to the wall.

      The apes charged through the darkness, their faces twisted and bestial. Edwards was at a loss. There was still a whole mess of them. There was nowhere to run. No bottleneck to limit their approach. How the hell was he going to deal with this? What would the captain do?

      Edwards squeezed off a shot from his rifle, but the Ganog dodged to the right. His missiles had finished loading, but he only had a single volley. That might kill a few, but it wasn’t going to stop them all. Unless you were the captain. He’d find a way to take them all out. Or most of them at least.

      The garage shook from an explosion below. Rust showered Edwards. He looked up.

      That was what the captain would do.

      Edwards took a step toward the apes. “Come and get me, you hairy bastards. You don’t scare me.”

      A pack of apes outpaced the others, leaping at Edwards. He fired every missile he had left, directly at the ceiling. The explosions peppered them all with shrapnel, and a moment later the levels above came crashing down on them all.
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      Nolan’s engine rumbled to life, and he guided the mech into a lumbering run. Hannan was already moving, but Annie was a little behind. He considered waiting, but there wasn’t time. Edwards was dealing with the whole assault force, and they needed to relieve him before he got himself into real trouble.

      He passed Burke and Nuchik, who’d taken cover behind one of the many pillars. Both had rifles out, with clear lines of fire to the ramp leading to the next level. Even a single elite would wipe them out. “Annie, stay with Burke and Nuchik. Hold the line. T’kon, you with us?”

      T’kon stood behind them all. His fur was a mixture of yellow and black. Conflicted emotions, maybe? “I am with you, Captain.” His nostrils flared, and he began a series of deep, rapid breaths. Then he began to grow. Muscles swelled, and his armor grew to fit his increased size.

      Nolan had suspected that T’kon could shift, but the confirmation couldn’t have come at a better time. They needed all the help they could get.

      He kept his mech moving, rounding the corner to the next level. Hannan was unloading a salvo from her particle cannon. It caught one of the elites in the back of the knee, severing the leg.

      The largest and fastest elites were charging after Edwards into the far corner of the garage. They surrounded his mech, riddling it with plasma shots. Edwards ignored them, calmly aiming his missile tubes at the ceiling above him.

      Nolan’s mouth went dry. He urged his mech to greater speed, but he already knew it was too late. “Edwards, no!”

      The missiles detonated, sending a wave of fire and debris in all directions. The garage shook, and Nolan’s mech was thrown to the ground. His sensors were blotted out by the heat, and when they cleared, he growled wordlessly.

      The roof above Edwards had collapsed, burying him and several elites under many tons of rubble. Seven surviving elites turned in Nolan’s direction. He charged.

      “You hairy bitches are gonna pay!” Hannan roared. Her missile tubes opened, and a dozen missiles corkscrewed into the enemy. The missiles detonated around two of the elites, flinging their bodies backward. They were near the ramp to the level above, which gave the flames a way to vent. By some miracle, no more of the ceiling caved in.

      Nolan reversed course, servos grinding as he moved away. The five surviving elites were closing the gap quickly. Nolan took a half-step back, charging his particle cannon. He unleashed a shot at the closest elite, catching him in the shoulder. The shot arrested the elite’s movement, giving Nolan a split second to ignite the plasma knife on his mech’s right wrist.

      He glided forward, ramming the blade into the elite’s throat. It sliced through the armor, punching out the Ganog’s neck in a spray of blood. Nolan brought up his mech’s knee, slamming it into the elite’s groin, then pivoted, using the dying elite to block a barrage of plasma from two more elites.

      Hannan opened up with her particle cannon, driving those two back into cover. Another pair rushed her from the side, but T’kon stepped silently behind the one on the right. He brought his axe down in a humming arc, severing the elite’s head.

      The surviving elite tackled Hannan’s mech, slamming it into a pillar. The pillar cracked, exposing something similar to rebar. Hannan grappled with the elite, fighting for control.

      Nolan didn’t have time to respond. Three Ganog were closing in, all wielding melee weapons. Nolan flung the dead elite at the pair on the right, then charged the one on the left. This one moved differently from the others, more fluidly. His eyes bore an unwavering intensity—not hatred, just pure focus.

      He was larger than the other elites, and carried a wicked-looking axe in one hand. His armor was more elaborate than the others’ as well, with stylized golden sigils covering the edge of the shoulders. He stalked closer, moving with the kind of grace Nolan had only seen from masters like Fizgig.

      The elite slashed at Nolan with his axe, which hummed through the air as it lashed out. The weapon had to be immensely heavy, but the Ganog swung it like it was plastic. Nolan hopped backward, using a slash from his plasma blade to knock the axe away. The Ganog reversed his blow, and this time Nolan was too slow. The weapon carved a fiery furrow in his mech’s left arm, severing the end of the cannon.

      Diagnostics went red, and the weapon was flagged as inoperable. A quick glance showed that Hannan was still tussling with her opponent. T’kon had moved to engage the elites on the left flank, so at least Nolan didn’t need to watch his back. He could focus on this opponent—which was a good thing, since he was getting his ass kicked.

      “Nolan, be wary,” T’kon roared, delivering a wicked slash with his axe. It forced his opponent back, giving T’kon room to flank him. “Your opponent is Krekon himself. He is one of the most feared duelists in the Imperium.”

      “Yeah, I kind of gathered that,” Nolan yelled. He fell back a step, knocking away another blow. The mech was fast, but the Ganog was faster. Each blow came a little closer to landing, and it was all Nolan could do to keep Krekon off of him.

      “Is that you, T’kon?” Krekon roared, launching another slash that Nolan just barely parried. “I never thought I’d hear your voice again. I don’t know how you arrived here, but I promise you I will take this treachery out on your clan. You think the Azi have suffered? When Takkar learns of this, he will burn your home world.”

      Krekon never slowed, his gaze locked on Nolan as he taunted T’kon. Nolan was outmatched, and he knew it. He needed a way to even the odds, to put Krekon off balance.

      Yeah, that might work. Nolan grinned. Somehow Krekon understood English. He popped open the tubes to his missiles, engaging his mech’s speakers. “Get clear, get clear.”

      As he’d hoped, his opponent disengaged. Krekon dove behind a pillar, clearly anticipating the missiles’ destructive force. Nolan fired two missiles at the base of the pillar, to Krekon’s right. The detonation sent up a spray of shrapnel, but Krekon hid safely behind the pillar.

      Nolan circled left, slipping in behind the elite. The Ganog spun to face him, but too late. Nolan rammed the plasma blade at where he hoped a Ganog heart was. The blade pierced the armor, but Krekon rolled with the blow. He tumbled backward, blood flowing from the wound.

      “You are skilled, human,” the Ganog growled, backpedaling. “More skilled than any I have faced from your world.” He lanced out with his foot, knocking Nolan’s arm out of alignment. Then he lunged with his axe, but Nolan fell back far enough to use the pillar as cover. The blow went wide, drawing a line of sparks as it skittered off the pillar. “Stay your attacks a moment, and I’ll do the same.”

      Nolan took the opportunity to risk a glance around the battle. Hannan had finished her target and was climbing to her feet. T’kon had finished both of his opponents, and was circling back into the shadows.

      Only three Ganog were standing, including Krekon. No wonder he wanted to talk.

      “How do you speak our language?” Nolan called through the speakers. He directed a scan at the corner of the room where Edwards had disappeared. There was still an active power source under all that stone. That was a good sign.

      “I took your tongue from the human who led your 1st Fleet. After I delved into her mind, I feasted on her flesh. She was delicious,” Krekon taunted. He stepped from behind the pillar, twirling his axe lightly in one hand.

      “You’re losing, Krekon. You’re playing for time,” Nolan taunted back. “Why shouldn’t we just wipe you out?”

      “What color is your honor, human?” Krekon called back. “I stopped the combat, because I want to kill you myself. Let us fight, just us. If you win, my men will take their own lives. If I win, your men do the same. Your pet Azi will attest to my word. Tell him, fallen one.”

      “He speaks the truth,” T’kon admitted. “If you do battle and win, his men will honor the arrangement.”

      “Sure, let’s do it,” Nolan lied. He didn’t care how this played out. If he lost, Hannan would finish the job. He keyed in text instructions for her, copying Annie on the transmission. “You’ve already killed one of my friends today. It’s time for a little justice.”
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      Sissus slowed his pace, dropping a bit farther behind his clutch of red-scales. They accepted him, and his leadership, without question—yet if they glimpsed his true scales, they’d turn on him without hesitation.

      “Move with care,” he yelled. “They may already be entrenched.” The warning was more for the humans than his own men.

      Red scales darted around the corner, and there was a flash of blue light. A Saurian body was flung back into his field of view, still smoking. Sissus smiled grimly.

      “Attack them, you ka’tok,” he roared. His men ran around the corner, charging an entrenched position. It was a suicidal assault, with little risk to the defenders.

      Sissus withdrew a pair of pulse grenades. He tossed each at a knot of Saurian defenders. His men, focused as they were on the enemy, had no chance. The pair of explosions cut down the last real defense, and Sissus finished off the wounded with a few well-placed plasma shots.

      He trotted around the corner, willing his scales to change color. He raised his rifle in the air, walking slowly toward the glorious war machine. It was a little smaller than an elite, but the humans had shown them to be every bit as dangerous. Humans were close enough in size that it might be possible for a Saurian to use such a device.

      A female voice boomed from the speakers. “Yer one of the lizards the captain made friends with, right?”

      Two shadows detached from the wall, both humans. One was male, the other female. Both had strange reddish hair, suggesting they were from the same clutch.

      “Come quickly,” Sissus called. He released his rifle with one hand, pointing back the way he’d come. “The battle rages. You must assist your captain, or Krekon will certainly slay him.”

      Another explosion boomed above, and the walls shook. The thunder of crashing rock came from above. Sissus crept quickly back up and plastered himself to the wall at the corner, peeking around to size up the combat.

      Saurians could be deadly, and they could go places elites could or would not, yet wise Saurians survived by avoiding fights between giants. Fights like the one he now witnessed.

      Most of the elites were down, and the humans had only lost a single war machine. One of the mechs had squared off against Krekon, and seemed to be holding its own. The other mech was wrestling with Joko, one of the few close to Krekon’s level of combat prowess.

      Joko dropped his shoulder, ramming it into the mech’s midsection, a move that would have knocked the breath from a living foe. Armor crunched, but the mech pilot was unfazed, and rammed a crackling blue plasma blade through Joko’s temple.

      T’kon had seized one of his opponent’s blades, and was using the thick-bladed weapon to keep a pair of opponents at bay. At first, Sissus wondered why he wasn’t pressing the attack, then realized that T’kon was slowly edging his way toward Krekon.

      That was hardly surprising. Sissus knew the role Krekon had played in T’kon’s downfall. Ganog honor demanded that he retaliate.

      T’kon reversed his motion, lunging with the sword. It caught his opponent in the neck, parting armor and bone. T’kon released the blade, ramming his elbow into the second opponent’s face.

      Sissus was impressed. The move toward Krekon had been a ruse. He turned his attention back to the battle between Krekon and the mech that he now guessed belonged to Captain Nolan. Krekon had backed off, and was talking with Nolan. Sissus was unsurprised. Nolan had stood far too long against him, and Krekon, no doubt, wished to savor the death of such an opponent. He’d want no interference and a clean kill.

      The garage rumbled as the war machine from below pounded past Sissus, moving to join T’kon and the pilot who had killed Joko. That must be the tiny human female with the straw-colored hair.

      The copper-haired warriors came in the wake of the war machine. They trotted in Sissus’s direction, taking up covered positions on either side. No accident, that. If he turned to engage one, the other could easily eliminate him. Sissus approved.

      He turned back to the duel, mildly surprised that Krekon hadn’t executed Nolan yet.

      Krekon took the offensive, slashing at Nolan’s mech with his broad axe. The mech blocked the weapon with its plasma blade, a shower of blue sparks illuminating the combatants. Krekon pressed the attack, driving the captain back. He launched blow after blow, and the mech frantically struggled to keep them from connecting.

      Sissus despaired. It was too much to expect a random line soldier in an alien army to overcome a victor in the Imperial Games. Krekon had won twice, and been invited nine times—more than any other warrior in a generation.

      The mech suddenly reversed momentum, stepping inside Krekon’s reach. It rammed a metal shoulder into Krekon’s chest, knocking him into a pillar. The mech wrapped its arms around Krekon, but Krekon managed to free an arm.

      He raised the axe, bringing it down in a wicked slash. The weapon slammed into the mech’s head, shattering the visor and sinking deep into the chest.

      It was over.
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      A sharp, humming blade punched through the top of Nolan’s mech. It stopped inches from his face, blocking his view of the screen. The internal lights went red, and a soft chiming echoed through the cockpit.

      Sweat trickled down his face, and his heart thundered. If Krekon moved the blade even a few inches, the cockpit would get a whole lot messier. He leaned back in the command couch, getting as far from the blade as possible.

      “Captain, we’ve lost—” Kay began.

      “Not now,” Nolan interrupted. He jerked his mech backward, releasing Krekon, and swung his right arm up blindly, knocking the Ganog away. Nolan groped for a moment, his hand settling around the haft of the axe still embedded in his mech.

      He wrenched it free, allowing him to see the screen again. “Oh, crap.”

      The damage was immense. A V-shaped chunk was missing from his mech’s head and chest, and the view screen had gone dark. He could see Krekon through the hole in his mech, and was painfully aware how easily the Ganog could ram an arm inside the mech and crush him to paste.

      Krekon launched a roundhouse kick. The blow caught Nolan’s mech in the chest, and he was suddenly in free fall. He slammed into the ferrocrete, the force of the blow carrying him across the floor in a shower of sparks. Somehow he kept a grip on the axe.

      Nolan flipped into the air, landing in a crouch.

      “You’ve fought well, but it is time to die, human. I will see that your body is treated with honor.” Krekon charged, leaping into the air. His back slammed into the ceiling, showering them with rust as he came down on Nolan’s mech. They tumbled to the ground.

      “Kay, open tubes two through four, and fire,” Nolan ordered, releasing the mech’s control gauntlets. He leaned behind him, seizing the helmet from the netting where he’d left it. He slammed the helmet into place, sealing it with a hiss.

      “Tubes open, Captain. We’ve suffered—”

      “Halt all damage reports,” Nolan ordered, seizing the control gauntlets. Football-sized fingertips seized the hole in the mech’s chest. “Kay, fire. Now.”

      Three missiles shot from Nolan’s right shoulder into Krekon’s side. The detonation sent out a wave of flame and debris that flung Nolan and Krekon apart. Fire filled the cockpit, washing harmlessly over his environmental armor. The heat leaked through his faceplate.

      Nolan rolled to his feet, circling warily as Krekon did the same. The elite approached cautiously, feinting toward him in an attempt to provoke a reaction. Nolan ignored the feint, waiting for Krekon to commit his whole body.

      He knew he was on the defensive. His visibility was now limited to seeing through the gap in his mech’s chest. As alarming as looking directly at Krekon was, he was happy he couldn’t see the damage indicators. The fact that his mech was still at all functional was a testament to Kathryn’s incredible engineering.

      Krekon finally realized that Nolan wasn’t trying to trick him, and he sprinted around to flank Nolan. Nolan lost sight of him, fighting to turn the mech quickly enough to see his opponent. Something slammed into his mech’s back and he stumbled forward, then lashed out blindly behind him with the axe.

      The blow whistled harmlessly through the air.

      “I must commend you, Captain.” Krekon’s tone was all smugness. “I thought I had you, but you surprised me with those missiles. If my species were as frail as yours, I would be dead now.”

      Nolan spun toward the voice. Krekon waited half a dozen meters away, hopping back and forth from foot to foot like a boxer.

      “May you escape the gaze of the Nameless Ones.” Krekon juked to the left, then sprinted at Nolan.

      Nolan tossed the axe at Krekon, whose eyes widened slightly. Krekon’s hand snapped up, plucking the weapon out of midair. He raised it high over his head, bringing it down in a tight arc toward the hole he’d already made.

      “I hope this works,” Nolan breathed. He urged his mech forward, tackling Krekon in another bear hug. The move put him inside Krekon’s reach, and the axe overshot his shoulder, hitting nothing. “Kay, override the firing controls on the particle cannon.”

      “But Captain, if—”

      “I know. Just do it,” Nolan ordered. He rammed Krekon against a pillar, pinning him in place. Krekon had the arm with the axe free, which was the truly crappy part of this plan.

      That axe punched into the back of Nolan’s mech, making a hole similar to the one in the chest. Nolan shrank down into the couch, the humming blade like a nest of angry wasps right behind his ear.

      “Cannon online, sir,” Kay said.

      Nolan fired.

      The weapon was trapped between Krekon and the pillar. Since the end had been cut off, and the barrel damaged, there was no way for the weapon to fire properly. Instead, the cannon exploded. The force of the explosion created a wave of shrapnel and superheated particles, which had nowhere to go but through Krekon.

      Nolan leaned into the blow, keeping Krekon pinned against the remains of the pillar—not an easy feat in a mech that suddenly had one less arm.

      Krekon’s eyes lost focus, and he coughed up a mouthful of blood. Nolan rammed the shattered remains of his mech’s head into Krekon’s face with a sickening crunch. Krekon’s nose shattered. His face was a mass of blood.

      “Y-you are…quite surprising. Ask T’kon…to say the rites,” Krekon whispered, each word weaker than the previous. His body went limp.

      Nolan dropped him, bending to pick up the axe as he stepped away.

      Everyone was staring, particularly the surviving Ganog elites. They eyed Nolan with horror, their mouths working as if they sought a way to blot out what they’d just witnessed.

      “Honor your word, Ganog,” T’kon bellowed. “Krekon’s body will be left with carrion, but yours will be treated with honor.”

      The surviving elites dropped to their knees.

      T’kon turned toward Nolan. “Captain, normally it would fall to you to execute them.”

      “I’m not sure my mech can even walk that far.”

      “Very well.” T’kon moved to stand behind the pair of elites. “Go into oblivion with placid minds. I will attend to your rites.” He raised the sword he’d commandeered, and beheaded them with two swift strokes. Neither cried out.

      Nolan leaned back into his couch, closing his eyes. It had been a hell of a day so far.

      “Captain, reactor shielding has been damaged.” Kay’s voice warbled, the result of a damaged speaker. “I recommend shutting down. I hate to say it, but your mech is no longer viable in combat.”

      “Noted. Eject your core, Kay. Let’s rescue Edwards and get the hell out of here.”
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      Nolan climbed from the remains of his mech, dropping heavily to the ground several meters below. His armor absorbed the shock, but he still stumbled.

      Hannan had already exited her mech, and moved to support him. “Easy. I’ve got you sir.”

      He started limping toward the caved-in area of the garage where Edwards had gone down. “I’m fine. Get Lena and the Whalorian up here,” he ordered, the exhaustion making his body heavier than it should have been. His vision was unfocused, and he struggled to bring it into clarity. He paused to lean against a pillar. “Burke, you around?”

      “You look like shit, Nolan.” Burke came trotting over, Nuchik in tow. “Let’s get that helmet off.” Burke pulled Nolan’s helmet over his head, peering first into one eye, then the other. “Yeah, I figured. You’re fatigued from the planet’s higher gravity. It’s just exhaustion. You should be fine.”

      “We don’t have time for this. We’re going to need to get out of here, ASAP. Sissus, I see you lurking back there. How long until they send another kill squad?” Nolan unzipped a pocket on the wrist of his suit, removing a pair of stims. He popped them, the pills instantly dissolving on his tongue. A wave of energy washed through him, though he knew just how temporary it would be—an hour, maybe?— and then he’d have to deal with the exhaustion.

      Sissus hurried over, darting nervous glances at each of them. It couldn’t be easy being surrounded by potential enemies. “It will take time. Krekon was one of our finest warriors, and his death will be very unexpected. His cruiser will set down nearby, and it will wait for his orders. They may wait hours before attempting to communicate with Krekon, as they cannot know the defiler’s mind. He is harsh with failure, and may kill for being interrupted. That will work to our benefit. The warriors he left behind will be fearful. When they finally act, and do not get a response, they will be unsure how to proceed.”

      “Won’t they inform Fleet Command?” Nolan asked. The enemy’s lack of protocol was baffling, but it didn’t stop them from winning battles.

      “More likely the Fleet Commander will eventually summon them to answer for Krekon’s absence, and may be…displeased regarding Krekon’s death. The messenger doesn’t always survive.” Sissus blinked those slitted, reptilian eyes, chilling Nolan.

      “So we might have a few hours. We need to get clear of this garage as soon as possible, then get somewhere safe long enough to come up with a plan.” Nolan rose from the pillar, walking over to the cave-in. “Burke, can you and Nuchik see what you can salvage from the bodies? Annie, carry the elite-sized stuff. It could be useful.”

      “On it,” Burke said. He gave Nolan a quick nod, then trotted toward the closest bodies. “Nuchik, see what you can find on those Saurians.”

      Nolan turned to inspect the cave-in. There was no sign of Edwards, but he’d seen where the mech had gone down. He guessed there were between two and three meters of dense stone between him and his friend.

      “Nolan,” Lena called, sprinting up. Aluki waddled up a ways behind, trying to keep pace. “What happened? Where’s Edwards?”

      “Trapped under the rubble,” Nolan explained. “I picked up his power generator—about three meters in that direction.” He waited for Aluki to reach them before continuing. “I need the two of you to find a way through that rubble. We need to reach Edwards and remove his core.”

      “I understand your concern for the technology, but I do not think this is wise,” Sissus said. He shook his head, the neck going unnaturally far each time the head turned. “We must flee, and flee quickly. The storm covers our exit, and we must be far from here when Takkar responds. He may send the entire fleet—hundreds of elites, thousands of Saurians. We will never escape them all unless we leave now.”

      “The concern isn’t for the tech,” Nolan snapped. He took a step closer to Sissus, glaring up at the Saurian. “Edwards is a friend of mine. More than that, he’s part of my squad. We don’t leave people behind, not when we can get them out. You just told me we’ve got a little time until they alert Takkar.”

      “I will not remain for this folly.” Sissus gave a long, low hiss. “If you wish to squander your lives, do so. I will return to my people. I have tipped my hand, risked everything to save you fools.” He rounded on his heel, and began running up the ramp.

      “You want me to stop him, sir?” Hannan asked. She wore her helmet, but Nolan could still hear the quaver in her voice. Hannan had known Edwards even longer than he had.

      “No, let him go. We know where Sissrot is, and we can meet up after we free Edwards.” He turned back to Aluki. “How do we get him out of there?”

      “Mmm, I can do quick, or I can do safe.” She waddled up to a mostly intact pillar. “You want quick, right?”

      “We don’t have any other choice.” Nolan replaced his helmet, tightening the seal. “What do you need?”

      “Lift this beam, then use a plasma weapon to melt the rubble underneath. We can dig a narrow tunnel, and use that to reach the core.”

      “Hannan, get suited up. We’ll use your mech’s plasma blade. T’kon, think you’re strong enough to lift this pillar?”

      “It can be done.” T’kon walked over to the pillar, kneeling to inspect it. “It’s possible the pillar may break when shifted, and I do not believe any tunnel we create will be stable.”

      “Mmm, like I said…quick. Not safe. I’m smallest. I will crawl inside to get the core.” Aluki waddled over near T’kon, waiting patiently.

      The hydraulics on Hannan’s mech whirred to life as she joined T’kon. “Okay, looks like we’re ready, sir.”

      “Lift,” Nolan barked.

      T’kon’s muscles bulged, but at first the pillar didn’t move. There was a tremendous pop, then it began grinding upward. He lifted it up about six feet, resting the pillar on his bent knee. “Be swift. I felt it crack when I lifted it.”

      Hannan knelt, igniting her crackling, blue blade. She slowly pressed the weapon forward. Rubble dissolved to charred ash wherever the blade touched. Her mech leaned forward, the arm disappearing down the hole she’d created. It took several more seconds, but her mech’s arm disappeared all the way up to the shoulder.

      “That’s as far as I can go,” she said, slowly withdrawing.

      “Mmm, my turn.” Aluki waddled to the hole, squeezing inside. She ignited a plasma torch, disappearing out of sight.

      The next several minutes were agonizing. Nolan resisted the urge to yell out to Aluki, demanding an update. Instead, he forced himself away from the hole and spoke into his comm. “Burke, give me a status report.”

      “We’re just about ready to go. We’ve got seven rifles, a pile of melee weapons, and a few suits of working armor. Annie is working on a makeshift tray we can use to carry it all. We’ll make our way up to your level ASAP. How’s Edwards?”

      “Too soon to tell.” Nolan turned back to the hole. He could see movement.

      Aluki’s bulk squeezed out of the tunnel, and she reached around to her satchel. She withdrew a shimmering blue cube. “Got it!”

      “Nice work, Aluki. All right guys, let’s get the hell out of here before this storm dissipates.”
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      “Admiral, we’re being hailed by Admiral Sheng,” Juliard said. The lieutenant commander had dark circles under her eyes, and her normally pristine uniform was rumpled from being slept in.

      “Put her on screen,” Fizgig ordered. She swiveled the chair to face the screen. Custom dictated she stand when addressing an equal, but her leg pained her. Protocol be damned.

      Sheng stood before the screen, her midnight uniform immaculately pressed. She had long, dark hair that she left loose. It was a rarity in the fleet, and one more reason Fizgig liked her. Sheng was an individual, and she wore it proudly.

      One of the odd tendencies the humans practiced was beating individuality out of their soldiers. Tigris were the opposite; they promoted the boldest individuals.

      “Admiral,” Sheng said, nodding. “The 2nd is fully re-outfitted and ready to fight. Standing by for your orders, sir.”

      “We’ll be making for Ganog 7. Have your captains prepare their vessel for Helios travel.” Fizgig ordered. She tapped a sequence on the arm of the chair, pinging Dryker on his priority channel. His face popped up next to Sheng’s, and Sheng blinked awkwardly at him.

      “Mr. President?” she asked.

      “Don’t give me that, Sheng. You’ve carried me home after a bar crawl. It’s still just Dryker, to you. Fizgig, are you ready to move out?” His words were light, but there was a deadly intensity to his gaze.

      “We are prepared, Dryker.” Fizgig forced herself to stand, wincing slightly as she straightened. “The theta cannons will provide a momentary edge, an edge we will exploit.”

      “You know what’s on the line, Fizgig.” Dryker eyed her searchingly. “You know what the priority is here, right?”

      “Of course, Dryker. I am Tigris, not human. Getting Nolan out is important, but this battle must be won, no matter the cost. We must deliver a victory, to show these Ganog that we have teeth. Only a victory will cause them to hesitate, and we need that pause. It will take months to outfit every fleet.”

      “I know you know the stakes, old friend,” Dryker said. “But I also know how protective you are of Nolan. You need to let him go, like I did.”

      “Should I really be present for this?” Sheng asked.

      “Yes,” Fizgig snapped. “I wanted you to understand what is required of us. If we need to ram the enemy vessels in order to destroy them, then we will sacrifice ourselves. Victory is paramount, no matter the cost.”

      “If you’re asking whether or not I’m ready to die, Dryker can vouch for me. I fought at the Battle of Tigrana, Fizgig. I fought at the Battle of Earth. Every time we go out, we risk not coming back. This isn’t any different.”

      “Is she all she says she is?” Fizgig asked Dryker.

      “That and more. She’s one of our best, Fizgig. Give her a chance.”

      “I will give her a chance to prove herself,” Fizgig said, returning to her chair. “Dryker, we are moving out. We’ll wait in Ganog 7’s corona. So far as we know, they cannot detect our presence there.”

      “What do you plan to do if Nolan doesn’t signal you?” Dryker asked.

      “If he doesn’t signal, it means he is dead. If he is dead, then we will avenge him,” Fizgig promised. She ended the transmission, waving at Juliard. “Order all vessels to head to the coordinates we provided.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            40

          

          

      

    

    







            The Saurians

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan stumbled through the rust, tossed about by violent winds. They cut visibility to nothing, and the squad was forced to navigate using their heads-up displays. The maps didn’t include rusty pylons straddling uneven roads. He already missed his mech.

      “Sir, are we really sure about this?” Hannan asked into the comm. It was a private channel. “The Saurians outnumber us, and they know we’re hurting. Sissus seems like a major asshole. He’s the kind of opportunistic bastard that might just kill us for our gear.”

      “He won’t make a move as long as we have mechs—not to mention T’kon. The Saurians have been bred to fear elites. For now, I think we’re safe. I don’t like it either, but we don’t have much choice. We need their help.” Nolan pressed into the wind, glancing at the map, then opened a squad-wide channel. “It’s in that building over there. Annie, Hannan, I want you out here idling. Be ready to punch a hole through that wall if we call for help. Nuchik, once we’re inside, see if you can find a vantage point—just in case. Burke, T’kon, Lena, you’re with me. Everyone else, stay with the mechs.”

      Nolan leaned into the furious wind again, pressing toward a door cut from scrap. He pounded on it three times, bracing himself against the wall. A slot in the top slid open, and a pair of Saurian eyes sized him up. The slot closed, and the door opened inward.

      “Get inside,” Sissrot hissed. He beckoned them forward, slamming the door after Burke, T’kon, and Nolan had entered. “Sissus arrived about twenty minutes ago. He claims that you unnecessarily endangered yourselves, and that there is a good likelihood you’ll bring the wrath of Takkar down on my clutch.”

      “He might be right,” Nolan admitted. He removed his helmet, looking the Saurian in the eye. “I know I’m putting you in a tough position, but there’s also an opportunity here. We’ve given the Ganog a black eye.”

      “A what?” Sissrot’s confusion was clear, even on that emotionless face.

      “We hurt them in a very visible way.”

      “Yes, you slew Krekon. If not for that, I’d never have unbarred the door. You have my eternal thanks for that, but I’m still not willing to risk my clutch over you.”

      “Sissrot,” Sissus bellowed from deeper within the shadowed warehouse. “Have the humans finally arrived? You have granted them admittance?”

      “Yes, I have granted them sanctuary.” Sissrot turned to face the other Saurian, striding aggressively toward Sissus. “I lead here, not you. It is my responsibility to keep us safe, and I will make the decisions needed to ensure that. If you wish to challenge, do so. Otherwise, take your bile elsewhere.”

      “You lead, but you are not an emperor,” Sissus hissed. His eyes narrowed, and he stood tall before Sissrot’s approach. “We are not Ganog, lording our authority over others.”

      “No, you’re right about that,” Sissrot admitted. He turned toward the darkened shadows. “Hear me, brothers. Sissus has helped to strike a great blow at our tormentors. Krekon is dead.”

      A cacophony of shouts and growls came from the shadows—the Saurian version of cheering maybe? It was damned unsettling.

      “The human, Nolan, slew Krekon in one-on-one combat. During the battle, Sissus betrayed his masters. It is possible they know of his treachery, and that the treachery will lead them here. Even if it does not, the clan leader will come hunting Nolan and the humans.” Sissrot paused, seeming to search for words. “The difficult decision before me is: do I send them away? Do we pretend nothing has happened, and hope that Sissus’s betrayal goes unnoticed? Or do we aid the humans openly, hoping they can help us to freedom? You can see my dilemma.”

      “I say we flee,” Sissus roared. He, too, turned to face the shadows. “Takkar’s wrath is unbearable. I have seen it crush whole worlds. Freedom is useless if we are dead.”

      Sissrot stared pointedly at Nolan, and after a moment he realized his role. He was supposed to present a counterargument. He squared his shoulders, using his best parade voice. “If you flee, Takkar will find you. You all know that. But there’s another way. My race travels using the sun, something we call a Helios Gate. Right now, my people’s most advanced fleet lurks inside your star. That fleet is led by our fiercest commander, the one who trained me to fight.”

      “How great can this commander really be? Your fleet lost the last engagement.” Sissus sneered at Nolan. “They fled, leaving you and your friends behind to be hunted. How will they help us?”

      “During that battle, my people accomplished something you believed possible—we disabled one of your dreadnoughts. That was after we’d been ambushed. We escaped that ambush, and I promise you that this time we will be prepared for battle when our fleet meets Takkar’s.” Nolan walked toward the shadows, toward the many pairs of glittering eyes. “As Sissrot said, you have two choices. You can work with us—and maybe die—or you can try to run and hide. Now, from everything I’ve heard, this Takkar is a nasty bastard, and he doesn’t like letting enemies live. So, if you run, he’s going to be hunting you. How many will die trying to get away? He burned the entire market just to smoke us out. What will he do to this world when he learns that Krekon is dead?”

      Whispers echoed through the darkness.

      Nolan cleared his throat. “I’ll tell you what. Let me present my plan. If you think it’s workable, then go along with us. If not, you’re free to scurry back into the shadows. Hopefully Takkar’s boot won’t find you.”

      The whispers stopped. Sissus and Sissrot were both staring at him. Shit. He needed to come up with a plan, and he needed to do it right now.
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      Nolan thought frantically, a bead of sweat working its way from his forehead down his cheek. Everyone was staring at him—not just the Saurians, but also his squad. He’d intimated he had a way out of this predicament, but did he really?

      “Sissus, the heavy cruiser you were dropped off in—what happened to it after the battle?” Nolan asked, an idea beginning to germinate.

      “The cruiser set down not far from the drop-off point, ready to return to extract us,” Sissus said, clearly suspicious.

      “And since Krekon is dead, the ship is still waiting there?”

      “In all likelihood. The ship belongs to Krekon. The crew wouldn’t dare move the ship without his permission.” Sissus cocked his head to the side. “What are you considering, human?”

      “The ship is still sitting there, waiting for Krekon. What would happen if you showed up instead, claiming Krekon had sent you? Would they let you inside?” Nolan’s idea was fully formed now, and he could tell by the faces around him that they were beginning to grasp it.

      “They’d let me aboard, believing I was there under orders,” Sissus confirmed. “You seek to take that ship, don’t you?”

      “A cruiser of that size could probably carry several hundred people, if those people were willing to get a little cozy. We could extract every Saurian in your clutch, the Whalorians, and my people.”

      “How would we escape the atmosphere?” Sissus asked. He folded his scaly arms. “They’d wake the planetstriders, and we’d be shot down. Even if we made it to orbit, we’d have to deal with the dreadnoughts.”

      Nolan hesitated, glancing at Burke and T’kon. He needed to get his people out, and this might be the only way. Not all of them were going to make it.

      “My people will launch an assault as soon as they receive my signal. They can keep Takkar’s fleet busy.” Nolan paused, watching the Saurians react. There were rumbling whispers, and Sissrot was clearly intrigued. “We can use our surviving mechs to take the ship, break orbit, and make it to the safety of our fleet.”

      “You’ve not mentioned how you intend to deal with the planetstriders,” Sissus said. He gave a rumbling growl. “Your plan is flawed. A single shot from a planetstrider, and all of us die.”

      “Lena, have we developed a profile on the Ganog cruiser?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Lena said. She was subdued, still cradling the core that held all that remained of Edwards. She glanced nervously at the Saurians, her tail growing larger as the fur stood on end.

      “If we flew low through the city, could we break away and find a safe route out of the atmosphere?” Nolan asked.

      “Possibly,” Lena said, licking her chops as she thought. “We could make for those mountains to the west, then hug the continent for a few hundred miles. We might be able to make orbit safely. But getting away from the city is problematic. The planetstrider closest to us will have plenty of time to fire on us. I don’t believe we’d be able to escape without disabling it.”

      Nolan considered the problem. He turned to T’kon. “You said you’ve been inside one of these planetstriders?”

      “Not just any planetstrider,” T’kon countered. His fur darkened. “The planetstrider looming over us is Vkat, the oldest and most famous of Takkar’s weapons. I made it inside. I saw the control room.”

      “Then here’s what we’re going to do. T’kon will help us lead a strike team into the planetstrider. We will disable it, preventing it from firing on the cruiser. Sissus, you and your people will take that cruiser to orbit, where you’ll meet up with my people.” Nolan knew the plan was risky, but it was workable.

      “How do you intend to take the cruiser?” Sissus asked. “There will be a pair of elites and a squad of Saurians guarding it. The ship itself has weaponry capable of destroying your war machines.”

      “We’re going to tempt them out of the ship.” Nolan grinned broadly. “You can carry in some of the scrap from my mech, showing them the core. Tell them you need help carrying the salvage. They open the door, and presumably they exit. We have snipers in position, and our mechs waiting close by. They come out, we overwhelm them, we have the ship.”

      “There are many points of failure in this plan,” Sissrot pointed out, though his reticence seemed to be fading. He clasped his hands behind his back, staring up at the ceiling. “Yet I see no other way. If we stay here, Takkar will find us. None of my people will survive. You have placed us in an untenable position, human. I do not thank you for that.”

      “I don’t expect you to. The situation isn’t ideal, but we have to react to it.” Nolan turned to Burke. “Get the squad ready to move. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”
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      Nolan hefted the comm unit from the body of his dead mech. The machine was extensively damaged—the cockpit shattered, an arm missing.

      “I’m amazed you survived,” Burke said. The lieutenant stuffed his pack into Hannan’s mech, and judging by the sour look on Hannan’s face, she wasn’t pleased with Nolan’s decision to give the machine to Burke.

      “So am I. I got lucky,” Nolan admitted. He flipped the power switch on the comm unit, taking a deep breath as it whined to life.

      Burke looked around, then lowered his voice. “Nolan, why are you doing this, man? It doesn’t make sense. You’re the commanding officer. You don’t go into danger. You send people like me or Hannan. At first, I thought you were the cowboy everybody made you out to be. Since then, I’ve seen you command, and I know that isn’t true. You’re tactical, deliberate. So why the sacrifice play?”

      Nolan was a bit taken aback by Burke’s bluntness, but decided to answer him in kind. He owed the man that much. “You were right when you said I didn’t belong in the 1st Fleet. Right before he died, Reval said something that really hit home. He said that I couldn’t follow orders, that I’d grown too used to being on my own.”

      “I don’t follow.” Burke’s eyebrows knit closer together.

      “Reval was right about me,” Nolan explained. “Once upon a time, I was the good soldier. I worked for OFI, and I followed orders blindly. That got me exiled to the 14th. I got to see how command treated us, how politics hamstrung us. First against the Tigris, and then the Void Wraith.” It felt good to articulate what he’d been feeling. “After the UFC Johnston was destroyed, my squad was on our own. No resources, no help. We had to find a way to stop the Gorthians, and that’s exactly what we did. I don’t operate well in a command structure, Burke. Not like you. I don’t follow orders. But you know what? My squad is the best there is when it comes to doing the impossible.

      “We need to stop that planetstrider. I could send someone else to do that, knowing it’s a one-way trip. But what if you, or Hannan, or whoever I put in charge couldn’t pull it off? Everyone on that cruiser would die, and I can’t allow that.” Nolan’s mouth firmed to a tight line, and he clenched his fist. “I’m going to take down that planetstrider. I’m going to get you, T’kon, and that cruiser up to the fleet. My squad and I won’t make it out, but if we’re going down then this is how we want to go out.”

      “I see,” Burke finally said. He shook his head slowly. “I can’t say I like you. I can’t say I agree with you. But I do appreciate your honesty.”

      Nolan extended a hand. Burke shook it.

      “Captain,” Annie’s voice boomed from her mech, “the Saurians are getting antsy. Want me to go outside and calm ’em down?”

      “Do that, Annie,” Nolan called back. “Burke and Nuchik will be out in a minute, and you guys can follow Sissus into position.”

      “Good luck, Nolan,” Burke said. He turned and walked to Hannan’s mech.

      Nolan headed over to join his squad. They were a ragged bunch. Lena now wore a battered leather pack the Saurians had given her, with Edwards’s core inside. Hannan’s armor was battered and scratched, and her fatigue was gathered in the dark circles under her eyes. She gave Nolan a tight nod that said more than any number of words. T’kon stood a little ways apart, oiling the trigger on his slug thrower.

      “Okay, moment of truth,” Nolan said. He set the comm device on the ground and propped up the antenna. Inserting the chip in the side, he began broadcasting the automated message. “Let’s hope Fizgig is out there, or this is going to go south really damned quick.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            43

          

          

      

    

    







            In System

          

        

      

    

    
      No matter how many times Fizgig witnessed the full fury at the heart of a star, she never lost the feeling of awe. The pressure was so intense that even atoms were crushed. Gravity itself was unstable; magnetic waves rippled and warped around the Mendez.

      Then the fury abruptly abated. She was in the eye at the center of the storm, the protective field generated by the Helios Gate itself. The Primo-constructed device broke many, many laws of physics. Fizgig was no scientist, but as she understood it, the Gate created a wormhole between the center of this star and their destination.

      “Take us to Ganog 7,” Fizgig ordered. Her ship moved toward the mirrored surface of the Gate, rippling through to a destination hundreds of light years away. There was a moment of vertigo, then they were emerging from an identical Gate, into a seemingly identical star.

      The ship moved toward the furious brightness, leaving the Gate’s protective field. The Helios Generator harnessed the star’s own energy, creating a very similar field around the ship. Lena had often lectured her about how such a field shouldn’t be possible, though Fizgig had never paid enough attention to understand the process. What did it matter why it worked, as long as it did?

      Seconds stretched to minutes as they rose through the sun. Using any kind of sensors was impossible, leaving them no choice but to wait. They were blind until they reached the sun’s corona; only then would Fizgig know what awaited them in-system.

      All she knew was that Nolan had sent the signal. He lived, and needed extraction.

      Finally, their agonizing ascent was over. They emerged into the sun’s corona, towering pillars of nuclear flame undulating above. Many of those pillars were tens of thousands of miles high, their fury capable of destroying a ship with a depleted Helios Field.

      Fortunately, her pilot was skilled. He guided the Mendez around one tendril, then under another. The ship shuddered as all power was shunted to the engines. Even with the Helios Drive, escaping a sun’s gravity took everything their ship had.

      “Give me a visual on the station orbiting the planet,” Fizgig ordered. The view screen shimmered, revealing a 3D model of the enemy station, its spidery limbs pointed toward the orange-brown world below.

      A cloud of ships hovered around the station, appearing to be below the planet, though such distinctions were purely tied to her perspective, of course. Numbers large enough for everyone to read scrolled on the right side of the image.

      There were eighteen heavy cruisers, and six of the dreadnought-class vessels that had inflicted such catastrophic damage during their last encounter. As Nolan had noted in his report, the Ganog were not skilled at repair. The cannon was still shattered, the hull still pockmarked from explosions. These foes were formidable, but they could be overcome.

      The implications were wonderfully liberating. If Fizgig fought intelligently, and used her cloaking to good effect, she could damage the enemy and then melt away. She could retreat and repair, while it appeared the enemy could not. If they were careful, they might be able to win a war of attrition.

      Unfortunately, today’s battle would prevent them from capitalizing on such a strategy. She needed to engage the foe and keep them busy while Nolan got off-world. That meant she couldn’t melt away. She would have no choice but to stand and fight.

      “Open a Fleet-wide channel,” Fizgig ordered. She found this next part distasteful, but one of the lessons she’d learned from Dryker was that morale won battles as much as strategy. She waited for Juliard to indicate the channel was open before she spoke. “We have arrived at Ganog 7. You can all see the fleet that waits there, between us and our people. Today, we have a responsibility to the entire Coalition. We owe them a victory. Today, we show our enemies why the Gorthians and their pet Void Wraith lost their war with us. If they could not stop us, then what are these Ganog?

      “I am broadcasting orders to all captains. We’re creating fire teams. Each team will consist of two ships from the 2nd, and one from the 1st. Ships from the 2nd will use the new theta cannons to penetrate the dreadnought’s defenses. Then, all three ships will focus their fire on the main cannon. Focus on the capital ships, until those cannons are disabled. Show them we have claws.”

      Fizgig closed the channel, turning her attention back to the enemy fleet. She wasn’t bothering to cloak. Let their enemies see them, and tremble.

      “Stand ready, Nolan. We come.”
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      Hannan slipped instinctively to the rear, following Lena at a safe distance. She still didn’t like bringing a non-com, but it was a smart play. They had no idea what they’d find inside the planetstrider, and the Tigris was their best hope at disabling it.

      At least T’kon could fight, though she’d have preferred to keep Annie with them. Here, too, she understood the captain’s logic. T’kon had been inside; it made sense to bring him. But every time they’d broken up the squad, someone hadn’t made it back.

      Mills hadn’t made it back.

      T’kon trotted around a skeletal spire, peering at the mound ahead of them. They had to cover about forty meters of open ground, then they’d be up against the side of the mound. T’kon raised a fist, then lowered it quickly. The captain sprinted across the gap. Lena followed a moment later. T’kon darted after them, and Hannan brought up the rear.

      There was no sign of movement, or that they’d been detected. The locals were gone, either killed by Krekon or fled to find a safer city. They were alone, except for the keening wind.

      “We are approaching the southern entrance,” T’kon said, pausing against the wall, “one of only two ways inside the mound. There is a squad of four a little ways up the corridor.” They were paralleling the mound, creeping toward a gap about twenty meters ahead. The mound was bigger than any stadium Hannan had been to—bigger than a Primo carrier—but it wasn’t very well guarded.

      T’kon withdrew a black sphere from a belt pouch, then rolled it around the corner. He held up three fingers, then two, then one. He darted around the corner, and the captain followed.

      Hannan tapped Lena, nodding at the wall, then she followed the others. All four guards were already down. She didn’t know what the black sphere was, but it had either knocked out or killed the red-scaled Saurians.

      T’kon and the captain were already sprinting up the hallway, single-file.

      Hannan waved Lena past her, then followed the Tigris up the corridor. They went for speed rather than stealth, their gear bumping and jingling as they sprinted down the dim corridor. Hannan was already winded, despite her conditioning. She hated heavy-gravity worlds.

      T’kon slowed ahead, scanning both sides of the corridor; he waved them forward, holstering his slug thrower. She glanced at the area as they passed. It looked like a metal door had blocked the corridor, right up until someone had blown that door up. There were still chunks of blackened metal along the floor. Past the explosion was a pair of cubbies where defenders would wait. They’d have made an excellent ambush point, yet they were empty.

      “T’kon, is this your handiwork?” the captain asked.

      “Yes, from my last incursion.” T’kon confirmed with a nod.

      “Captain, why don’t they have more defense?” she called. “They didn’t even clean up the shrapnel, much less replace the door.”

      “I’m thinking the same thing,” Nolan replied. He came up short, panting through his suit. “T’kon, what gives?”

      “You do not understand the arrogance of the Imperium, or its inefficiencies,” the Ganog explained. “The idea that someone would attack the same planetstrider in the same manner so soon after the first attack wouldn’t even occur to them.” He tapped a series of commands on his wrist pad, raising his gauntlet to conduct some sort of scan. “I believe the rest of the corridor is empty. We must press on. Just because there are no defenders here doesn’t mean there aren’t more inside. Even if there are not, scaling Vkat will not be quick. Time is our enemy as much as the Imperium.”

      “Lead on,” Nolan said.

      T’kon started sprinting again, and the rest of the squad followed. Hannan didn’t like the lack of defense, and she hoped the Ganog was right. It all seemed a little too easy, and any time she’d ever had it easy there had been a price to pay later.

      They finally emerged into blackness. Hannan couldn’t see, but she could sense the immensity of the mound’s interior. This place was huge. She thumbed a button on her helmet, shifting to low light. The room gained definition. It was completely empty, except for the mountain-sized planetstrider at the center.

      Lena gave a half-cough, half-sneeze. “By the goddess, the stench burns my eyes.”

      “Good lord, what do they feed this thing?” Hannan said. “I’m surprised it’s not eroding our armor.” She crinkled her nose. Her suit’s oxygen scrubbers weren’t doing crap about the stench.

      The creature gave a low, subsonic growl. The sound came just below hearing, vibrating through her entire body. It even rattled her teeth.

      “Is that thing waking up?” she asked, resting a hand on her sidearm—not that it would help. This thing wouldn’t even notice if it stepped on them. “This is the largest goddamn dinosaur that’s ever lived.”

      “We make for the control unit on its back,” T’kon said. He started walking toward one of the feet. “I do not think it is waking. That is one of the sounds it makes while sleeping. If we were this close when it gave a war howl? It would liquify our bones.”

      “Lovely,” Hannan muttered. She fished the climbing cable out of her pack. “Let’s hope it stays asleep until we reach the top.”

      The captain withdrew the small drone that Aluki had provided. He clipped on his own spool of cable, then offered the end to Hannan. She clipped it to hers, extending the line. Lena withdrew hers, and T’kon did the same. When they were finished they had a thousand-meter cable.

      Hannan stared up at the monster they’d come to scale. They should have brought a longer cable. A lot longer.
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      The planet loomed ahead, growing larger as Fizgig’s fleet approached. She wasn’t nervous. Tigris didn’t get nervous, not like humans did. But she was…focused on the outcome.

      The Ganog fleet was lazily drifting closer to the planet. It left their warp station undefended, but that station possessed dozens of massive cannons. Not quite the equal of the dreadnought cannons, but both lethal and numerous. It was possible, perhaps even likely, that she could overwhelm that station.

      Leaving it open invited that option, but if she took it, she knew that the fleet would return. It would hammer her on one flank, while the station hit the other. That left her no choice but to attack the fleet, but it wasn’t accidental that they’d positioned themselves in high orbit.

      If she attacked them, she’d present targets to the planetstriders she knew were lurking below. It was a simple strategy, but the most simple strategies were often the most effective. Commanders who attempted complex tactics usually broke when they faced those who perfectly executed something simpler.

      “Keep the enemy fleet between us and the planet,” Fizgig commanded. The techs on the bridge began relaying orders to the fleet. The move would keep the planetstriders from hitting them—for now at least. It exposed them to fire from the station, but it was distant enough that her ships could take evasive maneuvers.

      Still, it didn’t solve the real problem. She needed to punch a hole in the fleet if she were to have any hope of reaching Nolan. His signal had been just that: a summons. It hadn’t included details of his situation, so other than clearing an escape route, there was little she could do to help him.

      “Sir, the station is firing,” Juliard said. “All vessels are scattering. We appear to be at their extreme range. As long as we monitor their firing patterns, we should be safe.”

      “They’ll stop once we engage their forces, I imagine,” Fizgig mused. She fluffed a cushion, resting her back against it. “Keep all vessels close, for now. Don’t separate until we’re just outside firing range.”

      Juliard nodded, bending back to her console. Fizgig settled into her chair, with no choice but to wait. Commanding a battle was nothing like commanding a single vessel. It was a dance, one that required foresight and planning. She needed to know what her opponent would do, to anticipate their tricks before they happened.

      Unfortunately, she knew almost nothing about her opponent, but, fortunately, he knew nothing about her. Nolan had confirmed that this was the first encounter these Ganog had had with the Coalition, and it was highly unlikely they fully understood her battle record.

      It was possible, but she was gambling otherwise.

      “Admiral,” Juliard said, brushing her hair from her face, “Major Khar is requesting a channel.”

      “Open it.” Fizgig was a little surprised it had taken him this long to approach her. “What do you want, Khar?”

      “Mighty Fizgig, why have we not been deployed? All fighters have been barred from launching. I do not understand.” Khar’s confusion was total, and in that moment he looked so much like he had in life: young, fierce, and eager. His golden fur looked natural, his feline eyes exactly as they had when he’d served on the bridge of the Claw of Tigrana.

      Fizgig fixed him with her best stare, allowing her tail to swish lazily behind her. “There was a time in the not-very-distant past when you wouldn’t have questioned my orders.”

      “That time has passed. I am a kit no longer, Fizgig, nor am I merely a warrior. I am a leader. My warriors wish to know why we have not yet been loosed. Give me something to tell them.” Khar’s impassioned plea wasn’t begging; it was a request, warrior to warrior. If she refused, he would accept that.

      But honor dictated that she grant him something.

      “I wish to see how these Ganog will react.” Fizgig licked her chops, dislodging a bit of meat from lunch. She ate it. “Our fighters are superior, and this clan leader Takkar knows it. If he sends his fighters to engage, our capital ships will savage them before loosing you and your brothers. So he has not sent his fighters. He waits to see when we will do so, because if he launches after us he can harry you with his own forces.”

      “Ah, I see your strategy. Wait until we are close, then loose us on the capital ships. Thank you, Mighty Fizgig. Apologies for my impatience.” Khar snapped a furry paw to his chest, bowing respectfully. “I will inform my fighters, and we will stand ready.”

      The feed ended, and the screen returned to a view of the enemy fleet. They were close now, nearly in firing range. How would this enemy commander react?
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      Takkar was puzzled by the enemy commander’s behavior. She’d brought more ships this time, but they seemed no more advanced than those she’d brought before. A slight numeric advantage would make little difference in the outcome of their battle, so what was she hoping to accomplish?

      “Why has she not deployed her fighters?” Takkar wondered aloud. “And why not utilize their stealth devices?”  Those were the only areas where the Coalition had any advantage. Their fighters could force him to take a defensive position, at least initially. It would take time for his fighters to overwhelm the enemy, and during that time they could inflict appreciable damage on his dreadnoughts.

      Takkar began to pace. There was a trick here, but what was it? What was she trying to accomplish? Why return to the system now? He whirled, facing the Saurian techsmith. “Get me Krekon, now. His report is overdue. Find out what’s happening on the surface!”

      The Saurian closed her eyes, and pulses flowed to her arcanotome.

      Takkar continued to pace. Was this enemy commander coming to rescue her people? She had to know such a move would fail, unless she had access to resources she’d yet to reveal. He needed information, and he needed it now. Her fleet was nearly upon him, just outside of firing range.

      “Clan Leader, Krekon has not checked in. His cruiser is still idling in the slums at the deployment site.” The Saurian bowed as she backed away rapidly. Her arcanotome gave her scales a hellish look.

      Takkar shuddered. “Connect me to the cruiser,” he growled. “Now.”

      The Saurian closed her eyes again, then looked up fearfully. “They are not responding, Clan Leader. It’s possible the storm is somehow involved.”

      “Possible, but not likely. Krekon hasn’t checked in, and the enemy chooses this exact instant to attack? There is treachery at work.” Takkar thought furiously. How best to respond? “Order all fighters to deploy. Focus on the smaller craft. Move the capital ships closer to engage the enemy. Let us take the fight to them.”

      The scent of fear wafted from the techsmith. “Sir, what about the planetstriders? If we leave this position they will not be able to intervene on our behalf.”

      “Do not question me again, Techsmith. I do not wish to train a replacement, but if you speak so, I will deal with the inconvenience.” He turned back to the upper hull, watching the swarm of fighters begin emerging from every dreadnought.

      It was true that moving to engage the enemy would deprive them of the planetstriders—for now, at least. Yet it was also an unpredictable move, one that might confuse the enemy commander while costing Takkar little. He could always fall back to the planet’s high orbit, if need be.

      “Mobilize the planetary garrison,” Takkar commanded, “and order it to begin sweeping the area around Krekon’s cruiser. Continue to monitor the vessel, and let me know as soon as you establish contact. Also, ready the planetstriders for war. Have them ravage the city at random. Nothing survives the day.”

      The move lacked subtlety, but it was possible they would get lucky and destroy their enemies in a random blast. The ka’tok were of little value, and his planetstriders had nothing to do until he called upon them to aid the fleet. At worst, it would put the humans on the defensive.

      “Make of that what you will, enemy commander,” Takkar said aloud. He gave a wicked, fanged smile. “Will you risk your fleet to try reaching them before my planetstriders destroy them?”
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      “Admiral, the enemy is deploying fighters,” Juliard said.

      “Yes, I can see that,” Fizgig snapped. “From the look of it, they’ve launched everything they have.”

      The enemy fleet had broken orbit and was moving to intercept. Abandoning a superior tactical position made no sense, and deploying their fighter screen was premature. She didn’t understand what she was seeing, and wished she had some context for the enemy’s actions.

      Every foe she’d previously fought, she understood. Tigris, humans, and even the Void Wraith had reacted predictably in most situations. She knew who they were and how they fought. But this? She didn’t understand the enemy’s disposition, and the ignorance was not enjoyable.

      “Order Khar to have his booster mechs stand by,” Fizgig ordered. “Have the vessels from the 1st screen the vessels from the 2nd. We cannot afford to lose any of the theta cannons before we begin to fire.” She dug her claws into one of her satiny cushions. Venting that tiny portion of her fury helped.

      “Enemy fighters have reached us,” Juliard called out. “They’re aiming for the capital ships.”

      Fizgig frowned. Then she blinked in understanding. “Order the frigates and corvettes to take evasion action, immediately.”

      “The enemy fleet is firing, all vessels,” Juliard screamed. “The Kettle and the Zelb have been hit. The Zelb is requesting assistance. Their keel is breaking apart. No word from the Kettle.”

      “Blast it. Have the smaller ships fall back, and use our capital ships as cover.” It was unusual for an enemy to focus on smaller, more maneuverable ships. It was the opposite of what the Ganog had done the last time they’d clashed. This commander was canny. He was changing tactics, seemingly at random. “Have the fighters screen the capital ships and push closer to the enemy ranks.”

      “Should we deploy theta cannons, sir?” Juliard asked.

      “No,” Fizgig snapped. “It’s too soon. We have to get closer. We need to hit all of them at once. For now, we need to rely on the fighter screen.”

      Her chest swelled as Khar’s booster mechs hit the enemy line. Khar’s forces cut deep wedges in the more numerous enemy, dancing away to circle around for another pass. They took a few casualties, but inflicted many times that number on the enemy.

      “Enemy fleet is firing again, sir,” Juliard said, her tone tense.

      The enemy ships fired a barrage from the main cannons on the dreadnoughts. Their fire hit both Khar’s line and the enemy fighters. The casualties were hideous, on both sides.

      “Damn it. Have Khar’s line scatter,” she snarled.

      The enemy commander clearly knew he could win a battle of attrition, and his tactics reflected that. He was pushing her early and hard, seeing if she’d break.

      She’d sooner die.

      “Full power to engines. Ready the theta cannons. Let us show them they are not as invincible as they think they are.”
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      Sissus stopped outside the cruiser, hesitating before climbing the ramp. The cruiser stood open, a testament to Ganog arrogance. It left the vessel open to assault, a possibility the Ganog would never consider. They were the elites, after all, and the Saurians merely their hounds, running prey to ground. They were used to being the predators.

      “Where is Krekon, ka’tok?” a Ganog boomed. He strode toward Sissus, his scarlet armor gleaming. He had a long, curved sword resting casually against his shoulder. Behind him sat two more Ganog, both drinking liberally from hollowed gek horns. Sissus recognized none of their names, though their faces were familiar.

      “Apologies, great warrior.” Sissus gave a cringing bow. The mask came easily—and hopefully for the last time. “Krekon is busy prying secrets from his enemies’ minds. He sent me to return with spoils. He has captured one of the enemy’s war machines, including the core.”

      That got the warrior’s attention. His fur darkened to deep green, and his eyes narrowed. “You will show me this core, now. Or I will feast on you, property of Krekon or no.”

      Sissus knew it was bluster. There was no way this lowly warrior would risk offending Krekon, certainly not over something as valuable as a core. He wouldn’t steal it, but he might want to be the one who presented it to Takkar. Krekon might grant him that honor, if he were both efficient and humble in securing it.

      That was the very ambition Sissus had sought to provoke. Judging by the green in the fur, he’d achieved it. The envy was powerful, enough that the fool would overlook any signs of the carefully laid ambush.

      “Pardon, warrior,” Sissus whined, “but the war machine is in several large pieces. It might be wise to bring additional help to carry it back. Already, the ka’tok scurry from the shadows. They may grow bold enough to take this prize.” He found himself enjoying his role, knowing that he was convincing this fool to walk to his death.

      “You left the core unguarded?” the Ganog roared. He spun, calling back up the ramp to the other warriors. “The defiler has need of us. Gather your packs.” The Ganog turned back to Sissus. “How far is this war machine?”

      “Not far, great one, not far. I will show you,” Sissus retreated down the ramp, beckoning the Ganog forward. “There, you can see some of it now.” Sissus pointed at the remains of the captain’s mech, which the warrior they called Annie had carried here. It gleamed in a way little metal did on this world.

      Greed lit the Ganog’s gaze. He saw nothing, except his own glory. The other Ganog followed his gaze, and each took on a similar cast. Only their Saurians were wary—the true threat in this situation. They trotted slowly past Sissus, eyeing him distrustfully.

      There was little love lost between clutches, and he eyed them just as distrustfully as they passed. They’d expect nothing less. Sissus gave a cringing bow as the last of the Ganog warriors passed. He glanced behind him, inside the ship. It appeared entirely empty.

      Sissus smiled, and walked up the ramp into the ship.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            49

          

          

      

    

    







            Pew, Pew

          

        

      

    

    
      Annie didn’t much like Lieutenant Burke, or his sour-faced gal pal. They were too stiff, too set on doing everything right and proper. Their kind infested the Coalition military, and every day Annie was a little closer to going back to asteroid mining.

      Today wasn’t that day, though. Today she needed to be a soldier, or there wasn’t going to be a tomorrow—not for her, or for the rest of this ragged outfit.

      Burke’s voice crackled over her comm. The rust played havoc with the signal. “Annie, move three meters to your right.”

      “Yes, sir,” Annie drawled back. She kept her tone cheerful, suspecting that Burke hated that about her, and guided her mech back three meters, which cut her view of the burly Ganog cruiser.

      Not that she needed all that great a view. All she had to do was charge in and light up the enemy when the lieutenant gave the word. Easy peasy. Annie sucked at the piece of chew she’d been nursing for the last twenty minutes. She was almost out. That was gonna be a sad day.

      Figures were moving down the ramp into the dusty street. Annie couldn’t get a great look at them, but she counted three Ganog elites and a pack of the lizards with the red scales. They reminded her of the venomous snakes that had infested the jungles of Arcada. A third of her squad hadn’t made it off-planet, and they’d never even seen the enemy.

      That was one of the reasons Annie had gone into asteroid mining. She liked having a ship between her and things that could kill her. She’d leapt at the pilot training when the military had introduced the mechs a year back, because it got her off the front line. There weren’t many to go around, but knowing Nolan had its perks. That kept her from getting shot at directly, most of the time.

      “Nuchik, get a bead on the lead target,” Burke ordered. “Annie, I want you to scatter the lizards. I’ll deal with the remaining Ganog.”

      Annie knew the noise dampening in the cockpits would prevent their enemies from picking up voices, but his voice still sounded too loud.

      “Roger that, sir,” Annie drawled. Soldiers didn’t say roger that, and she knew it would make the man’s eye twitch.

      The report of a high-caliber rifle echoed through the skeletal buildings, and one of the Ganog slumped to the dust. His companions sprang instantly into action. The Saurians fanned out around the body, scanning the shadows with their plasma rifles. The remaining pair of Ganog began that bellowing breathing of theirs. It reminded Annie of that one guy in every gym who yelled whenever he squatted.

      The Ganog began to grow, muscles bulging as they swelled in size. Burke stepped around the corner, his particle cannon punching a hole through one of the Ganogs’ chests. The other completed its transformation and charged.

      Part of Annie wanted to intervene. Not because she wanted to help Burke, but because he was riding Hannan’s mech, and if it got damaged Hannan would be pissed. She’d want it fixed straight away, and that would send her begging to Annie’s bunk.

      Annie was a good soldier, though, no matter what Burke thought. She followed her orders, and went after the lizards. They were looking for targets, so a bunch of ’em zeroed in on her mech the instant she stepped from cover. They peppered her with small arms fire, most of which pinged off her armor. There were a couple with plasma weapons, though, and even small plasma weapons could mess up her day if they got lucky.

      “Guess we’ll just have to give you something else to occupy yer minds, critters.” Annie laughed over the loudspeakers. She doubted they spoke English, but that didn’t much matter.

      To her surprise and delight, Aluki popped over a bent girder, holding something with a strong resemblance to a P-181 rocket launcher. She fired it, and a trio of Saurians were flung screaming into the air. None rose.

      “Now that is an excellent idea.” Annie popped the cover on her missile tubes, tapping in the targeting sequence using her right gauntlet. Nine missiles shot from her mech’s tubes, zipping toward nine individual targets. The lizards, bless their scaly little hearts, tried to run.

      Explosions sprung up, all up and down the street, and lizards popped like the melons she’d used to practice on before she enlisted. The few that survived the initial barrage started sprinting for the ship. Annie cored one with a quick shot from her particle cannon.

      That left three more.

      They were too close to the ship to risk either a missile or another particle shot, so Annie charged them. She leapt into the air, bringing one of her mech’s legs down on a lizard. The thing’s back broke, and Annie leapt again. She landed right behind the next lizard, pulping it with a metal fist. “That’s right, you ornery little bastards.”

      The last lizard made it halfway up the ramp. Three plasma bolts came from inside the ship, ending him. Sissus strode down the ramp, nodding in her direction. Annie turned her mech to size up the rest of the combat, but all the enemies were down.

      “All right, people,” Burke barked. “Let’s get inside and secure the ship. We need to get into the air ASAP.”

      “Uh, sir,” Annie called. She raised the mech’s arm, pointing at the mound where the captain was supposed to be operating. “Looks like that planetstrider thing is starting to wake up.”
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      Nolan checked the bracket to make sure the cable was properly affixed. The drone had placed it near the monster’s hip, a thousand meters above Nolan’s current perch. He clipped on to the cable, activating the winch.

      It came to life with a high-pitched whir, carrying Nolan up the cable. T’kon had already made the ascent, but Lena and Hannan still awaited their turn. They stood in a ridgy fold of dark green scales just above the creature’s knee.

      Nolan focused on his ascent, wishing it were faster. They’d already been at this for seven minutes, and even with the cables they’d brought, it would take ten more to reach the hatch set somewhere on the massive metallic structure atop the planetstrider’s back.

      “Captain, I’ve got something below,” Hannan cautioned over the comm.

      Nolan risked a glance down, immediately overwhelmed by vertigo. It was a long way back to the ground. He forced a deep breath, looking for whatever had spooked Hannan.

      “T’kon, those lights down there, they look a bit like what we’d use for fire crews. What am I seeing?” Nolan asked, unsure if the translator microbes could accurately convey the meaning behind fire crews.

      “They are indeed alarms, Captain,” T’kon replied, calm as ever. Nolan glanced up. T’kon was bracing the cable, waiting for Nolan to reach him. “If I had to guess, I’d say the planetstrider has just been activated. The alarms are meant to warn us away, so we are not crushed when the creature breaks through the mound.”

      “That probably means Fizgig has reached high orbit,” Nolan said. “The clock has started, people. Lena, get on the cable. We can’t afford to do this one at a time.”

      Having more than one person ascend at once was risky, but they were out of choices. The cable shook as Lena attached herself and began to rise. Nolan avoided looking down, focusing instead on T’kon’s growing figure. He had less than a hundred meters to go, and was climbing quickly.

      The cable jerked again, and Nolan looked down. Hannan was climbing, too, not far behind Lena. The cable was rated to handle up to five human-sized bodies, assuming it had been properly affixed. It was meant to be connected to rock, though, not through a planetstrider’s scales.

      A low subsonic groan came from the creature, and it shifted its weight from one leg to the other. The motion caused the cable to sway violently, and when it reached the apex, the bottom bracket popped loose. The cable was now only affixed near T’kon, and he strained to keep it steady.

      “Climb. Climb swiftly,” T’kon barked through gritted teeth.

      Nolan accelerated his climb, moving faster than safety protocol normally dictated. He twisted and spun around the cable, his breakfast threatening to come up. Finally, he reached T’kon. Nolan grabbed a broken scale, bracing his arm against the creature. He unclipped himself from the cable, pulling himself to safety.

      Lena was about halfway up the cable, maybe five hundred meters below. Hannan was twenty or thirty meters below the Tigris. The cable swung wildly as the planetstrider took a full step. Nolan cursed, bracing himself.

      “Captain!” Lena shrieked over the comm. “By the goddess, get me off this rope.”

      Nolan unclipped his winch and fired the bolt through a scale. He tested it with his weight, and it looked like it would hold.

      “Give me a hand, T’kon,” he grunted. He pulled at the cable, and with the alien’s help was able to clip it through his winch.

      Nolan punched the crank, and the winch began to spin. “Hang on Lena. We’ll get you out of there.”

      The cable began to shorten. Combined with Lena’s own winch, it ate up the distance. In less than a minute, she ascended into range.

      Nolan seized her outstretched hand. “Gotcha.” He hauled her to safety, not letting go until she’d found purchase against the creature’s tough hide.

      Hannan appeared a moment later, unclipping her harness and grabbing a scale on the other side of the winch. “Lets do this quick. I get the feeling we don’t want to be here if the planetstrider wakes up and punches its way through that mound.”
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      T’kon knew the human was right. “I’ve seen this happen once before. We’re exposed here, and it’s possible one of the blocks could crush us. We need to move.”

      “How much farther to the hatch?” Nolan asked, peering up into the darkness.

      “I’d guess another two thousand meters.” T’kon tapped a sequence on his suit’s keypad.

      The drone whirred into the air, carrying the winch toward their destination. T’kon’s lower nostrils were still scrunched shut from the stench, limiting his oxygen intake. It wasn’t enough to make him light-headed, so he ignored it.

      “I’ve got a lock,” he said triumphantly. “The drone has found the hatch. It’s planting the winch now. We should be able to start our ascent in forty seconds.”

      “That’s not going to be soon enough,” Lena cautioned. The Tigris pointed up. “Look.”

      The planetstrider’s metal claw rose slowly back, then lunged forward. The wind from the moving limb plastered T’kon against the scale he’d been resting against. Then the claw punched into the mound. Metal and stone exploded into the air, banishing the darkness as the overcast sky came into view.

      A piece of stone the size of a transport bounced off the planetstrider’s cannon arm, ricocheting toward the main body. Toward the waist, where they were huddled. “Move. Move now.”

      T’kon grabbed the Tigris, throwing her upward. Her arms windmilled as she sailed toward safety, landing on a bony outcrop thirty meters above. The captain dove to the side, sheltering under a mass of scales.

      Hannan leapt in Nolan’s direction, and the captain seized her hand, pulling her to safety.

      T’kon was so concerned with the others that he didn’t move quickly enough himself. The hunk of stone grew larger, filling his field of view. He kicked off the creature, sailing out into empty space. The boulder crashed into the spot where he’d stood, splintering into many smaller rock fragments. The impact would no doubt have killed him, but his leap had only prolonged his life by a few seconds. He was already beginning to plummet toward the ground, thousands of meters below.

      The planetstrider took another step, its titanic leg stepping through the gap it had created in the mound. The motion caused the creature’s bulk to move toward T’kon, and he’d only fallen a hundred meters when he was finally able to grab a scale.

      It arrested much of his momentum, but the scale snapped loose. He skittered down the creature’s leg, scrambling to find purchase. His boot caught between two scales, snapping his ankle. T’kon bellowed his pain, rage, and need to survive. He seized the planetstrider’s leg with both arms, clinging there as the creature continued forward.

      “T’kon, are you all right?” Nolan’s voice crackled over the comm.

      “Don’t worry about me, Captain. Get your squad to the hatch, and seize control of this thing, before it’s too late.” T’kon risked freeing a hand, fishing a morpha packet from his pouch. He jammed the needle into the access port on his thigh, panting as he waited for it to take effect. It would dull the pain soon enough.

      T’kon’s head jerked up. The planetstrider had stopped. Its cannon rose slowly toward the sky, pointing at the clouds. A tremendous high-pitched whine began, and then the rifle discharged a beam of intense scarlet energy. The clouds boiled out of the way, leaving unbroken brown sky in its wake.

      In the distance, T’kon could see both of the other planetstriders, each adding similar fire. The sky boiled under their combined fury. Whoever was commanding the human fleet was about to have their entire day ruined.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            52

          

          

      

    

    







            Down the Hatch

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolan clung to a rung as the planetstrider took another step. It crushed a city block, pausing to fire into the sky again. That shot was aimed at Fizgig’s fleet—he was sure of it. He climbed faster, making his way up the last half dozen rungs toward the sheltered cubby above.

      It was set under the enormous metal harness wired to the planetstrider’s back, making it nearly impossible to assault during combat—unless you were crazy enough to climb this thing.

      “How’s that door coming, Lena?” Nolan called, unclipping himself from the line. He braced himself against the last few rungs, just below the hatch Lena was attempting to open.

      “I’ll know in a few moments,” Lena called back over the wind. “I’m entering the symbols T’kon gave me, but it’s an eight-digit sequence. It shocks me that they wouldn’t have changed the code after he broke in the last time.”

      “You do not understand our culture, Lena,” T’kon’s gravelly voice came through the comm. “Do you change your holy texts? The password has been passed from techsmith to techsmith for generations. If the secret is discovered, they don’t change the secret. They kill the people who learned it.”

      The planetstrider shook again, and Nolan tightened his grip. It took another step, crushing more buildings. In the distance he could see two others, also taking potshots at the sky.

      Nolan glanced down. Hannan was directly below him, clinging to the ladder even more tightly than he was. Below her it was a several-thousand-meter drop to the rusted city streets the planetstrider was crushing underfoot. Each step shook them violently, threatening to knock them off.

      It took several moments of scanning to locate T’kon. He clung to a ridge of scales on the monster’s lower back, just above the waist.

      “I can leave the line secured after we enter, T’kon. It’s about two hundred meters to your left, and maybe another six hundred up.”

      “Negative,” T’kon rumbled back. “Captain, given time, I can safely reach the hatch. However, if we leave the line intact, the kill squad they inevitably send will wonder why. They will find me. I’d rather take the risk of doing this without a line than risk alerting them to my predicament.”

      “Noted. How’s the ankle?” Nolan asked. He didn’t like the idea of breaching this place without T’kon. Not only could they not afford the loss in firepower, but T’kon was the only person who’d been inside. That kind of intel was invaluable.

      “It will not hold my weight, but I’m working around it. If you’d like, I can stay on comms, Captain.”

      “Please do,” Nolan affirmed. Above him, the hatch door swung open and Lena began climbing inside. “I’m sending you footage from my helmet. As you can see, we’re entering the hatch.”

      “Noted, Captain.” Nolan could hear the strain in the Ganog’s voice.

      Nolan followed Lena into a narrow corridor, which widened as it sloped steeply upward. He moved to the side, snapping his rifle to his shoulder as he waited for Hannan to enter the room. She climbed in a few moments later, immediately getting to her feet and getting her rifle ready.

      “Hannan, take point,” Nolan ordered. “Lena, you’re in the rear. Don’t take any unnecessary risks. You’re our best chance of shutting this thing down.”

      Hannan started up the corridor, and he followed.

      “T’kon, what kind of resistance are we likely to encounter?”

      “You will face techsmiths—no true threat. However, they are in a fortified position, and will die before letting you take them. Do not underestimate them.”

      Nolan stumbled, catching himself against the deck as the planetstrider shifted violently. It fired again, this time at the city itself. “T’kon, any idea why they’ve changed targets?”

      “I can guess. It looks like Krekon’s cruiser just took off, and is circling toward the Khalist mountains. They’re safe for now, but when they break for orbit, they’ll be an unavoidable target.”

      “Then we need to hurry.” Nolan hurried up the corridor.

      “Contact,” Hannan bellowed. She dropped to one knee, firing a burst of superheated particles up the hall.

      Nolan went prone, sighting down his barrel. A grey-robed Saurian squeezed off a shot from a plasma pistol, the energy splashing the deck several feet to Nolan’s right. Nolan returned fire, taking the Saurian in the chest. He fired two more times, walking his fire down the body. The Saurian went down with a screech, and the stink of cooked meat filled the corridor.

      “Fire in the hole.” Hannan hucked a grenade up the corridor, her aim impeccable. The grenade bounced off the wall, landing on the corpse of the Saurian he’d shot.

      Nolan ducked, covering his head. Shrapnel pinged off his armor, but he was far enough away that it did no real damage. He rounded on Hannan. “What if you’d missed? That grenade would have rolled right down to Lena.”

      “Good thing I didn’t miss.” Hannan said. Nolan could hear the smile in her voice, though he couldn’t see her face through the helmet. “You may have been exiled to the 14th, but I was bred there, sir. You know I’ll always be a little rough around the edges.”

      “Good thing you weren’t using a plasma grenade,” Nolan muttered. “Lena, wait for an all clear before you follow us up that ladder.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lena called from below. “I closed the door, but anyone with the code will still be able to follow us.”

      “That’s why we’re going to be quick,” Nolan said, hurrying after Hannan. She was already mounting the ladder that disappeared above.

      “Captain,” T’kon said, “you’re ascending into the control unit above the head. There’s no other way in or out, so the remaining techsmiths will make their stand there. Be careful.”

      “Acknowledged. They’re cornered and will fight like hell. You doing okay out there?”

      “For the moment. I don’t see any pursuit yet, but squadrons have been deployed. They’ll be coming for you soon. I’ll alert you when they dock.” T’kon no longer sounded like he was gritting his teeth; he must have taken some sort of painkiller.

      A burst of plasma melted the top rung, forcing Hannan to retreat a pace. She yanked her rifle from her shoulder, aiming it one-handed. It flashed, and a grey-robed Saurian tumbled past. Nolan ducked out of the path. Lena did the same, and the body hit the deck with a thud.

      Hannan disappeared into the room above, so Nolan poured on the speed. He heard plasma shots, then a very human scream.

      “Hannan!” Nolan roared. He pulled his rifle from his shoulder, popping his head and shoulders up into the chamber. A Saurian had its pistol raised, but it was aiming at a target behind Nolan. He opened up, catching the Saurian in the chest. It stumbled backward into a bank of terminals beneath some kind of viewport.

      Another Saurian leapt from behind a panel on the far side of the narrow room, aiming for Nolan. A rifle barked behind him, and the Saurian dropped.

      “I’ve been hit, sir,” Hannan croaked. Nolan spun to face her, relaxing when he saw she was okay. She’d been hit in the chest, and the armor was smoked and blackened. But it had held. “Think that was the last of them.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Nolan said, leaning against the wall as he caught his breath. “Four personnel to guard their most powerful war machine? That’s ludicrous.”

      “Again, you must understand our culture,” T’kon said. “It is unthinkable to attempt to steal a planetstrider. Doing so goes against the scriptures of the Nameless Ones. It is heresy—not to mention, logistically difficult. And for what cause? No one would destroy a planetstrider. They’d be hunted, their clan extinguished. In short, they were not expecting someone like you, Captain.”

      “Yeah, well, we still have to figure out how to stop this thing from trying to kill Burke. At least it isn’t firing at the fleet any more.” Nolan helped Lena from the ladder, nodding at a pulsing blue cube. “That’s the core T’kon mentioned. See what you can figure out.”

      The planetstrider paused, aiming its arm skyward. Nolan could see the cannon now, just outside the viewport. Judging from his vantage, he was sitting on this thing’s head. The cannon discharged, firing into orbit again.

      “Be quick, Lena. We’ve got to stop this thing.”
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      Fizgig winced as another missile slammed into the Ironsides. The destroyer had already been battered by enemy fire, and this missile finally hit something vital. The Ironsides split at the middle, the halves of the ships drifting apart from each other as a staccato of detonations lit both sides. A flurry of tiny escape pods jettisoned away, but she knew only a fraction of the crew would survive.

      Those survivors would only live until Fizgig’s fleet was wiped out, unless she found a way to turn the battle around. There might still be time for that.

      “Direct all fire toward the closest dreadnought. Order the 2nd Fleet to warm up the theta cannons,” Fizgig ordered. She rose from the captain’s chair, walking toward the holographic battle display.

      “Captain, all vessels are spooling up theta cannons. Firing.”

      A flurry of brilliant stars shot toward the enemy vessel, punching into the enemy shield. The shield flickered with the first shot, a gap appearing where the theta round had impacted. A second round hit, then a third. By the fourth the shield was a thin haze, barely substantial.

      “Focus all fire on their main cannon,” Fizgig snapped.

      The second volley converged on the main cannon, the weapon itself as large as Fizgig’s flagship. A glowing white star shot into the base, turning the entire thing molten. A second shot hit in the same place, and a third hit the barrel. The turret detonated, sending the warped barrel careening through space. It crushed dozens of fighters, picking up speed as the planet’s gravity well took hold of it.

      “Khar, destroy the smaller cannons. Concentrate your fire on the aft side. Fleet vessels, focus your fire on the engines. Conventional weaponry only. Save the theta rounds for the next capital ship.” Pride swelled in Fizgig’s breast as dozens of booster mechs winged toward the enemy vessel. They swarmed the smaller turrets like a school of fish around a shark.

      The Ganog struggled to fight back, belching scarlet plasma at the approaching fighters. Khar’s mechs were simply too swift, easily avoiding the return fire. One by one, Khar’s squadron destroyed the opponent’s defenses. When their work was complete, the ship was little more than a floating transport.

      The fleet moved to encircle the vessel, but pressure increased from the other enemy capital ships. A trio of dreadnoughts fired their main cannons, and fresh wings of enemy fighters moved to engage Fizgig’s frigates and destroyers, trying to save their wounded companion before Fizgig’s fleet finished their work.

      She briefly considered another salvo from the theta cannons. That would certainly destroy the enemy dreadnought, but it would also consume another fifteen percent of their ammunition. No, they had to finish this with other tools. They needed those rounds.

      A streak of scarlet boiled through the atmosphere below, streaking into the sky. The shot washed over the forward bow of the Mendez, temporarily drowning the view screen in brilliant death.

      “Damage report,” Fizgig demanded.

      “That shot caught our stern, sir,” Juliard said, tapping furiously away on her console. “We’ve lost pressure on two decks. Response teams are evacuating crew so we can space the fires. No critical systems were damaged, but if we re-enter the sun we’re going to lose everything up to the central bulkhead.”

      “We’ll worry about that later.” The view screen returned to the battle, and Fizgig went cold. Two more shots boiled out of the atmosphere. The first went wide, hitting nothing. The next shot hit the Calypso, right along the midline.

      The cruiser burst apart at the seams, flinging hunks of her flaming hull in all directions. It happened too quickly for the crew to react or escape, and Fizgig closed her eyes. Eight hundred souls lost—not to mention the Calypso’s firepower. This battle was quickly spinning out of control.

      “Renew fire on the wounded dreadnought,” she snapped.

      The dreadnought was retreating to the rear of their ranks. The other dreadnoughts were moving to close ranks, preventing her forces from finishing their target.

      She stalked back to her chair, murdering a pillow with her claws. A river of cotton shreds rained down, but they did nothing to stem her frustration. She forced a deep breath. “Shift all fire to the closest dreadnought.”

      She hated letting a wounded enemy escape, but it was too late to pursue. This enemy commander was crafty, trying to bait her into taking heavy losses in order to finish off wounded prey. She wouldn’t allow that, no matter how it galled her.

      They’d just keep defanging the enemy, removing their main cannons until the enemy was out of vessels. If they spent their ammo wisely, that might be possible.

      “Captain, more shots from the planet,” Juliard cautioned. The fleet took evasive action, with better luck this time. The first two shots found nothing, and the third only caught a few of Khar’s fighters.

      “Where the hell is Nolan?” Fizgig snarled. Time was working against them. If he didn’t make contact soon, she’d have no choice but to retreat.
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      “Admiral, a ship just left the surface.” Juliard’s voice drew Fizgig from the holographic map of the battle. “It’s broadcasting a CUS beacon, but the ship’s configuration is consistent with one of the enemy’s cruisers.”

      “It must be Nolan, or whoever is left alive down there,” Fizgig mused, tail swishing behind her. “We need to get them out of there. Their survival is critical, as is their intel.”

      “Sir, the enemy fleet is between us and the cruiser. They’ll be able to get to it before we can. In fact, a wing of their fighters just broke off. They’ll reach the cruiser in eighty-nine seconds.” Juliard looked up at Fizgig. “We don’t have a clear line of fire.”

      “Khar.” Fizgig stabbed a button on the chair, opening a channel. “That ship must reach us safely. Protect it at all costs.”

      “Of course, Mighty Fizgig. I’m not certain we can reach it safely.” Khar noted the fact, but in typical Tigris fashion, he refused to allow that to deter him.

      “Let me worry about that, Khar. Save that ship.” Fizgig ended the connection. “Juliard, order all vessels to open fire at the two dreadnoughts on their right flank. Authorize the use of all remaining theta ammo. Make a hole, no matter the cost.”

      The 2nd opened up, a volley of synthetic stars streaking into the pair of dreadnoughts. The two ships were pristine, untouched by the rest of the combat. It didn’t save them. Theta shots punched through their shields, slamming into the hull. Both lost their main cannons, and both wounded vessels immediately retreated toward the rear of their fleet. They were descending toward high orbit, screened by the three intact dreadnoughts, just as she’d expected.

      Their movement left a gap in the line, exactly the kind of hole Fizgig had been hoping to force. Khar’s booster mechs poured into the gap, moving swiftly to surround the cruiser.

      Their line met the wave of enemy fighters, booster mechs flitting between the larger fighters. The spindly ships fired pulses of red, struggling in vain to pin down Khar’s mechs. The mechs fired mixed volleys of missiles and particle cannon pulses, carving deep holes in the enemy’s lines.

      “Sir, the cruiser is hailing us,” Juliard said.

      “Open a channel.”

      The view screen shifted, showing the dim interior of an unfamiliar ship. A knot of Coalition soldiers stood in the foreground, but they were surrounded by green-scaled Saurians. A short, stubby little alien in a blue environmental suit stood next to the soldiers.

      “I never thought I’d be so glad to see you, Admiral,” a bearded soldier said. His armor was dented and dirty, his face covered in sweat.

      “Burke, is that you? You’re the senior most surviving officer?” Fizgig dug her claws into the arm of the chair, scratching furrows in the metal.

      “I’m afraid so, sir.” Burke looked decidedly uncomfortable. Fizgig leaned forward, licking her chops. He paled further. “Nolan decided to remain behind, to destroy one of the planetstriders. We knew that if we couldn’t take it out, there was no chance of me breaking orbit. There still isn’t. The fighters can dodge that thing, but the moment we break for orbit that monstrosity is going to kill us.”

      “Nolan said he’d remove this threat?” she asked, settling back into her chair.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Our fighters will escort you as far from the battle as possible. Hopefully, Nolan disables the planetstrider. If not, you’ll have to take your chances.” Fizgig killed the communication, turning back to the battle. She had to buy Nolan time, but the cost was already mounting.

      The three remaining dreadnoughts were keeping her forces at bay, trying to pin them in a way that would allow the planetstriders to pick them off. Thus far her line was holding, but it wouldn’t be long before her fleet buckled entirely.

      “The Civilis just went down,” Juliard shouted. “Our line is adjusting to compensate.”

      Fizgig closed her eyes, taking slow, deep breaths. She forced her tail to stillness. For good or ill, the battle would be decided soon.
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      Nolan tried not to hover, but couldn’t resist pacing back and forth over the ladder leading back to the hatch. Hannan sat a few feet away, munching on a soybar. Both of them pointedly avoided looking at Lena.

      The Tigris scientist was bent over a terminal next to a floating blue cube. That cube’s design was unmistakably Primo, and it raised some very troubling questions. Most of the technology used by the Ganog was similar to what the ancient Primo had used, but this one piece was nearly identical.

      For that to have happened, the Ganog must have run into the Primo at some point—or they’d run into the Void Wraith. Given these Nameless Ones, Nolan was fairly certain the latter possibility was more likely.

      “I’ve tried every command I can think of, but nothing is working. This core requires specific codes to access, and we don’t have those codes. I’m not a hacker, Nolan. I cannot find a way around this. I do not know what to do.” Lena’s tail drooped, but her attention stayed on the cube.

      “Noted. Looks like we’ll need to move on to plan B.” Nolan gave a sigh. He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but the pragmatic side of him had always understood that this would likely be the only way to stop the planetstrider.

      A new voice crackled over the comm. “Captain Nolan, this is Admiral Fizgig.”

      “Fizgig? It is damned good to hear your voice, Admiral. Time’s short, as always. What do you need?”

      “We’re losing, Nolan. We’ve inflicted a great deal of damage on their fleet, but we have no way of countering their planetstriders. We must withdraw. Quickly. Do you have some way to reach safety?”

      “Negative, but don’t worry about us. Did you get Burke up safely?” he asked.

      The planetstrider took another step, sending Nolan lurching toward the wall. He caught himself on the lip of the window over the monster’s head. It provided a breathtaking view of the ruined city below.

      “No, and it is for that reason I have contacted you. Can you disable the planetstrider? Burke’s fate lies in your hands, Nolan.”

      “Not just Burke. Annie is on that ship, along with Aluki, and a number of other refugees. Those refugees can put us in contact with dissidents throughout the Ganog Imperium. You’re going to need them, sir,” Nolan explained pragmatically.

      He met Hannan’s gaze, and she gave him a half-smile. She knew what they were being asked to do. What the cost was.

      “Your courage will be remembered, Nolan. Your songs will be sung by my pride until the stars go cold; you have my word on that,” Fizgig promised.

      Nolan almost thought he detected a note of sadness. “As last acts go,” Nolan said, “it’s not a bad one. We need sixty seconds to stop this thing from firing. Tell Burke he can go at that point. Nolan out.” Inexplicable calm washed over him. He took a deep breath, then turned to Lena and Hannan. “You heard the lady. We’ve got sixty seconds to end this.”

      “Captain,” Lena said, her tone accusing. “We can’t do any such thing. I am not going to be able to stop this thing.”

      Hannan rose, opening her pack. “Sounds like we’re going with plan B.”

      “Hannan, get out the explosives and start setting them up.” Nolan reached into his own pack, removing a block of plastique. He glanced at Lena. “If you’ve got something for us in the next sixty seconds, wonderful. If not, we’re going to use everything we have. Hopefully an explosion of that magnitude directly above this thing’s head will kill or disable it. One way or the other, we’re taking out this planetstrider.”

      “Nolan,” Fizgig’s voice crackled over the comm again. “Die well. You have more than my respect. You have my friendship. Hannan, I did not know you well, but you have always had my respect. I know that Izzy will be saddened by your death.”

      “You’re a hell of a fighter, Admiral,” Hannan said, smearing adhesive above a row of terminals. “Good luck up there.” She affixed the block of explosives, then reached for another.

      “Holy one,” Fizgig said, her voice cracking. “Above all, you will be remembered. Your contributions to our race are beyond priceless.”

      “Yes, yes,” Lena said impatiently. “Go blow up some Ganog, Fizgig. We have work to do, if you want us to destroy this planetstrider.” Her attention never left the cube, her face bathed in blue as she typed furiously at the terminal.
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      Lena tapped furiously at the keypad, using unfamiliar symbols to navigate through the archaic system. The Ganog language was logarithmic, but she needed a lot more time to familiarize herself with the system. That made her work frustratingly slow

      The planetstrider rumbled, and a low, subsonic hum built. It presaged the firing of the cannon, and Lena knew every time it fired, another part of their fleet died.

      Hannan had finished placing her explosives. She squeezed past Lena to overlook the ladder, ready to defend them should these Ganog send another assault team.

      “Aha! I think I’ve found something resembling a manual.” She scanned the contents, looking for a symbol for off or shut down. Green text scrolled until she finally reached the end. Lena’s ears drooped, and she closed her eyes. “There’s nothing, no means of shutting it down.”

      “It’s fine, Lena.” The captain finished attaching his last block of explosives. He moved to her side, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      The gesture helped more than she could express. Her tail drooped. Tigris didn’t cry, not like humans did, and in this instance she wished she could. She stared at the blue cube, searching for any plan, any idea, no matter how ludicrous.

      “Hmm, I wonder.” Lena’s tail lashed back and forth behind her. She scrolled back up, tapping a red sigil. It led to another menu, and she saw a symbol she thought she understood. Tapping the symbol caused the screen to flash red. “It worked! I can’t shut down the mech, but I did find the sequence to eject the core.”

      “Will that get this thing to stop firing?” Nolan asked, peering at her with those intense eyes with their oddly round pupils.

      “I do not know,” she admitted, and turned back to core. The cube flared brilliantly, then went dark. Whatever force had been holding it in place vanished, and it clattered to the deck.

      “What happened?” Hannan snapped, glaring at her.

      “Nothing. Go back to shooting things.” Lena scooped up the cube, setting it atop a terminal. Outside the high-pitched whine came again, then the planetstrider fired another burst of scarlet death into the sky. “Looks like removing the cube didn’t do anything.”

      T’kon’s voice crackled over the comm. “Nolan, you’ve been detected. A Saurian kill squad is docking with the hatch. Expect six to eight combatants. They’ll be on you in under a hundred heartbeats.”

      It was exactly the wrong kind of distraction, drawing an irritated swish from Lena’s tail. She tuned out the Ganog, tuned out Nolan’s orders, tuned out everything except for the monitor. She looked at the dark cube, then at the screen. If she understood the syntax, it was asking for her to insert a core.

      “It cannot be that simple,” Lena muttered. She picked up her pack from its place near the terminal, withdrawing the Edwards core. It was only about sixty percent of the size of the core she’d removed, and the symbols on the outside were different—yet there was no denying the common ancestry between the devices. “Why not? It worked with the Void Wraith.”

      She placed Edwards on the pedestal where the old core had hovered, then tapped the button on the screen asking for confirmation. The pedestal began to hum again, and the Edwards core rose into the air. The surface glowed brightly, and began to rotate just like the old core had.

      Her suit didn’t perfectly translate the glyphs on the screen, but if she understood what she was seeing, the cube was being scanned. The system was attempting to calibrate it. It was entirely automated, and she saw no way to influence the process. So she waited.

      “Give me some news, Lena,” Nolan snapped. He fired off a burst from his particle pistol, and Lena winced as the sharp whine echoed through the control room. “I’ll extend that deadline by thirty seconds, but after that we’re blowing this place.”

      The deeper whine of Hannan’s rifle came a moment later, answered by plasma fire from below. Lena wasn’t a soldier, but she was a Tigris. She knew enough of combat to see that they had a well-defended position, but they also had nowhere to go. Sooner or later they’d be overwhelmed, and Nolan knew it.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Lena called over her shoulder, eyes fixed on the screen. The process went from red to blue, then to purple. The Edwards core flared brightly. “Edwards, this is Lena. Can you hear me?”

      Edwards’s voice came from a speaker set into the wall. “Uhh, yeah, I can hear you. Where the hell am I? It’s dark, and I’m floating. I can feel something in here with me, but I can’t see it. Like, another mind maybe? Lena, I’m scared. Can you get me out of here?”

      “Edwards I need you to focus on the sound of my voice,” Lena said. She kept her tone firm, but friendly. It was the same way she instructed her classes back at the New Academy. “We removed the core that controls the planetstrider, and put you in its place. That mind you feel? That’s probably the creature itself.”

      “Oh, okay. So this is that dino thing? You’re just like a giant dog. Hi there, fella. Good boy.” Edwards sounded a little calmer. Maybe even cheerful.

      “Edwards, listen very carefully,” Lena commanded. “You have to find a way to get the planetstrider to stop firing at the fleet. If you can’t, Captain Nolan, Lieutenant Hannan, and myself are all about to die. So will you.”

      “Uh…shit.” Edwards confused voice came from the wall speaker. “Hold on a sec. I’ll see what I can do. I’m not too good with computers.”

      “They’re making another push, Captain,” Hannan roared. She fired down the hole again. Answering fire caught her in the shoulder, and she stumbled back with a cry.

      “Hannan!” the captain roared. He leaned over the hole, firing a trio of pulses. Then he moved to Hannan’s side. “Looks like it punched through your armor. We’ll need a medic.”

      “We don’t have time for that, and we both know it. Blow it, sir,” Hannan said through clenched teeth.

      The planetstrider shuddered, and Lena held her breath, waiting. “I believe in you, Edwards.”

      The subsonic whine of the weapon began to build. Lena’s tail drooped. Then the whine softened, and finally stopped. The planetstrider’s metal arm descended; the cannon stayed blessedly silent. Lena gave a delighted laugh. “Well done, Edwards. Well done.”

      “So, I can give this thing orders?” Edwards asked, like a mischievous kit who’d just been given permission to play a prank.

      “Yes, it should respond to your commands. I need you to do two things, okay?”

      “Uh, sure. What do you need?”

      “First, I need you to unlock the terminal I’m at. All you should need to do is think about granting me full access.”

      A few seconds later the terminal flared green, then showed a new menu. It was much more comprehensive than the first.

      “What now, Lena?” Edwards asked, clearly proud of himself.

      “Now, I need you to do what you do best. Stop the other planetstriders from firing on our fleet, whatever it takes,” Lena ordered.

      “Hell, YES!” Edwards boomed.
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      Edwards felt around experimentally inside his temporary home, seeing what he could control. The creature was big, and its brain was unfamiliar. But the longer he was around it, the more he relaxed. It was basically just a big cow, just like the herd he’d tended on Horton before joining up.

      The way he made it do things was a lot different than piloting a mech. A mech worked kind of like an extension of his own body. He thought about moving, and it happened. This was quite a bit different. It was weird and strange, and he didn’t really like it. The planetstrider did most of the moving, though Edwards could feel both metallic arms. Those he could move on his own.

      “Let’s start with a name. How about we call you Rex?” Edwards asked. Rex didn’t respond. “You’re waiting for orders, huh? Okay.”

      Edwards experimented with one of the creature’s arms, thrilled when the metal limb moved. He tried the other arm, the one with the claw. That one worked too. He thought about Rex turning toward one of the other planetstriders, but that didn’t work.

      “Okay, so that confirms it. I can control the metal parts, but I gotta ask you to move us around. Rex, walk toward your buddies, okay?”

      Rex took a ponderous step toward the closest planetstrider.

      “Perfect, just like that. You just walk in a straight line,” he muttered. Edwards wasn’t sure if he was seeing through the creature’s eyes, or if there were sensors of some damned sort. Didn’t much matter. He could see the enemy, and he had a gun bigger than the UFC Johnston.

      No one had ever accused him of brilliance, but this situation hardly called for finesse. It called for brute force, and he could do brute force. Edwards aimed the cannon at the next planetstrider, lining the weapon up with its narrow, ugly face. The other planetstrider didn’t react, just kept firing at the sky. Edwards powered up the cannon, humming as the energy built within the weapon. It took about four seconds to charge, and once it was ready he fired. Waves of crackling red energy washed over the reptilian face, melting flesh, scale, and bone.

      The planetstrider shrieked, tumbling away from the blow. It staggered, then toppled. The thing seemed to take forever to fall toward the spires below, and when it finally landed, it flattened dozens of buildings. A wave of orange rust and chunks of debris rolled out in all directions.

      Edwards started lining up another shot, aiming for the face again as the wounded planetstrider fought to roll over. If he could finish this thing off before it got back up, then he could focus on the last one.

      Then Edwards’s perspective tipped violently forward, and Rex was suddenly in free fall. His planetstrider crashed to the earth, crushing the few remaining buildings. “Guess that other bastard wanted in, too. Can’t believe he hit us from behind. We can’t let that stand, Rex. Let’s kill his monkey ass.”

      The last planetstrider loomed over them, blotting out the sky behind it. Its cannon was moving into place, and waves of scarlet were crackling inside the barrel.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Edwards roared. He extended the metallic claw, reaching for the cannon. The arm took forever to close the distance, and Edwards willed it forward, trying to make it go faster. The light from the barrel was blinding now.

      The claw tightened around the weapon, and Edwards jerked the barrel out of alignment. Just in time. A beam of hot death blazed by overhead, burning another city block to glass.

      The first planetstrider had finally stood back up. The right half of its face was gone, the eye a gaping socket, the scales blackened to ash.

      The remaining eye was focused on Rex, and it looked pissed.

      “Oh, shit.”
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      “Admiral, the fire from the surface has stopped,” Juliard said.

      Fizgig nodded tiredly. It wasn’t much consolation. Her fleet was in shambles, all but two of the vessels in the 1st disabled or destroyed. They’d gone down swinging, but not a single dreadnought had fallen. They’d disabled four of the main cannons, but the last two operational dreadnoughts were still savaging her fleet.

      As she watched, they fired another joint salvo at the Joker. The first shot impacted on the destroyer’s aft side, tearing off a wing and exposing much of the crew quarters to space. The second hit the engines, sheering one of them off in a bright explosion.

      “Sir, Admiral Sheng just requested a channel,” Juliard said.

      She didn’t wait for confirmation. The view screen shifted to show Sheng’s bridge.

      Sparks flew in the background, and thick smoke made the view hazy. A rivulet of blood flowed down Sheng’s face, plastering dark hair to her cheek. “I’m out of theta shots, and there’s no way we can survive Helios travel. I’m going to ram one of their capital ships—see if I can take a few bastards with me. Might buy you enough breathing room to break orbit.”

      “Negative. Get your crew off that ship. We’ll screen you—” Fizgig’s ears went flat as the communication was cut. The view returned to the battle, and Fizgig could only watch as Sheng powered the remaining engines. She accelerated toward the closest dreadnought, which was about to loose another blast from its cannon.

      “Juliard, Fleet-wide. Now,” Fizgig ordered. She waited until the connection on the screen showed green. “All vessels, focus fire on the coordinates I’m providing. Use all remaining theta rounds. Do it now!”

      Her captains were well trained, and fire rained instantly from their vessels. Gauss rounds, missiles, plasma fire, and the last of their theta rounds blossomed around the dreadnought Sheng was aiming for.

      The ship was totally unprepared for the onslaught, and its main cannon detonated mid-fire. The resulting explosion cracked the dreadnought along the keel, breaking its back. The vessel began drifting toward the planet’s hungry gravity well.

      The explosion caught Sheng’s vessel, knocking it away from the blast. Its engines went dark, and it too began to drift. “Order response crews to the Ghantan. Get Sheng out of there, and save as many as you can.”

      The Mendez shuddered, then shuddered again. Repeated impacts thumped into the outer hull, and the lights on the bridge dimmed. “Damage report.”

      “Sir, we took a direct hit from the last dreadnought cannon. Reports are still coming in, but we’ve lost seventeen decks.” Juliard’s tone was pained, and Fizgig knew her well enough to know that she was softening the truth. That last shot had destroyed their ability to make war. The Mendez would never fight again.

      They were wounded prey, limping away from the lioness who’d come to claim her kill. It had been a valiant battle, but it was over. They’d lost.

      “All vessels surround that Ganog cruiser. Get it to safety, then get the hell out of here. Goddess watch over you all.”

      She smiled proudly. There had been many moments in her life where she’d wondered if she was going to die, but each time she’d managed to escape its clutches. Not so this time. She had finally found death, and Fizgig was ready. A warrior’s death was all she’d ever wanted.

      The last dreadnought closed on them, flanked by nearly a dozen cruisers. Fizgig closed her eyes, relaxing into the cushions behind her.

      “It’s been an honor, sir,” Juliard said, her voice barely audible over the klaxons in the background. “I never thought we’d be fighting on the same side, much less that I’d come to consider it a privilege.”

      Fizgig opened her eyes, smiling at Juliard. “Almost, you could have been Tigris. An honor indeed, Juliard. Die well.”
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      Nolan just barely caught himself against the terminal as the planetstrider crashed to the ground again. The Saurians below weren’t so lucky, and one came sailing into the room, smashing against the viewport in a spray of orangish blood.

      Unfortunately, the kill squad wasn’t their biggest concern. The other two planetstriders were kicking the crap out of them. Not only was it two against one, but Edwards was apparently still getting the hang of piloting a mountain-sized dinosaur.

      “Lena, tell me you’ve got something useful,” Nolan called weakly, staggering to his feet as the planetstrider tilted crazily again.

      “I might, but it’s hard to read when I’m getting flung around like a kitten,” Lena snapped. She clung to her terminal, scanning text. “T’kon, are you still with us?” There was no answer. “Looks like we’re on our own. Captain, earlier you asked if this thing had the ability to warp. I’ve confirmed that it does, just like their ships.”

      Nolan paused, considering the implications. They needed to get out of here, and get out of here right now. But where could they go that would make the most difference?

      “Lena, can this thing survive post-atmosphere?” Nolan asked. The idea was still half-formed, but he might be able to both get them away from the other planetstriders, and still be of use to Fizgig.

      “I have no way of knowing, but I would guess yes. For a little while at least.”

      “Okay, bring the warp drive online. Use the admiral’s beacon, and offset our destination by forty clicks.” Nolan heard harsh growls from below. He didn’t need to know the language to tell that they were gathering for a rush. “Hannan, got any grenades left?”

      “Negative, sir,” Hannan said, poking over the chute to fire a burst at the Saurians. She ducked back into cover well before their answering fire. Her shoulder was functional, but the wound was affecting her normally perfect aim.

      “We’re out of time for finesse. Use this,” Nolan tossed a block of plastique, and Hannan caught it out of the air. “Drop it down there, but don’t detonate until I give the word.”

      “What do you have in mind, sir?” Hannan asked. She kept her rifle trained on the hole.

      “No time to explain. Just switch to your internal oxygen supply, and press that detonator when I give the word.”

      The planetstrider went into free fall again, slamming Nolan against the glass. He lay prone against the viewport, watching with growing horror as one of the other planetstriders wound up a leg for a kick to the face. The limb sailed toward them, but was knocked aside at the last instant by a metal claw.

      “I’m feeling kind of outnumbered, sir. These things are pretty pissed off, too. Got any ideas?” Edwards asked.

      “Just keep them off you as long as possible. Lena?” Nolan rolled off the window, and back to his feet. Hannan had already recovered, and was watching the hole.

      “We’re ready for warp, Captain,” Lena yelled, looking up from her terminal.

      “Do it!” Nolan ordered.

      The air shimmered and folded around them, distance stretching endlessly in all directions. The vertigo was powerful, but brief. When it faded, Nolan was floating, suddenly weightless. Through the window he could see the tail end of a space battle playing out.

      Hull fires glistened on a smattering of ships, each drifting through a field of debris. Fighters still engaged each other, but the battle between capital ships was largely over. It looked like the Coalition forces had lost.

      “Hannan, punch that detonator.” Nolan was focused on finding a way out of this mess, but before he could do that they needed to deal with their guests.

      Hannan depressed the red button with her thumb, and something flashed below. A wave of force and flame rushed into the room, knocking Nolan back into the window. Thankfully, their distance from the explosion protected them from the worst of it.

      “Captain, that stunt used over ninety percent of our oxygen. I don’t believe the oxygen scrubbers are efficient enough to compensate,” Lena warned. She floated a few feet away, crouched over the terminal where she’d been working.

      “That was the idea,” Nolan countered. “Those Saurians weren’t wearing EVA suits. They can’t rush our position, because we’ve got a choke point. And because they’re unexpectedly weightless. I imagine they’re already having trouble breathing.”

      “…Whereas we have a full two hours of oxygen. Clever, sir,” Hannan said. She peered carefully down the chute. “I don’t see any movement.”

      A thumping came from behind him, and Nolan spun to face the viewport. The thumping came again, someone pounding on the glass from outside.

      “Captain Nolan,” T’kon’s voice crackled over the comm. His armor was even more dented and scarred. “In the future, I would appreciate being apprised of such…tactics. It’s damned cold out here, and my armor is nearly out of power.”

      “Sorry about that, T’kon. Glad to see you survived.”

      “A near thing. What you have done, I would not have thought possible.” He gestured expansively behind him at the battle playing out.

      “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet. Hey, Edwards, you still with us?” Nolan asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Edwards said over the speakers.

      “How about you convince your new friend to blow the shit out of the enemy fleet? Let’s see how they like being shot by a planetstrider.”

      “Yes. SIR.”
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      Burke surveyed the ragged survivors, huddling together in the ship’s cargo bay. Aluki and Sissus had headed to the cockpit. It turned out the little Whalorian was a pilot, in addition to being a mechanic. He’d never worked with aliens before, and he had to admit that she was a lot more useful than he’d have assumed when he first met her.

      The only empty space in the cargo bay was near Annie. She sat on her mech’s foot, enjoying a swig from a dented metal flask. The Saurians gave her a wide berth.

      Burke grabbed the metal handle next to the ramp, peering through the grimy little window set in the center. Below, he saw a swath of tall mountains, taller than anything Earth could boast. Beyond lay the smoking remains of the city, but that faded rapidly as they began to ascend.

      The speed increased faster than the inertial compensators could deal with, and the gravity crushed him against the ramp. His cheek lay against the glass, and his view was obscured by a corona of flame from the cruiser’s engines.

      This was it. This was the moment they’d find out if they lived or died, if Nolan had found a way to disable the planetstrider. They gained altitude, and Burke squinted at the bones of the city below. He could see all three planetstriders, but curiously none of them were firing at the cruiser.

      They were…wait, were they fighting amongst themselves? Before he could see more, the cruiser broke lower atmosphere, and the city disappeared beneath a layer of dirty clouds. The pressure lessened, and the ship’s inertial compensators finally kicked in.

      “Mmm, we’re safe, for the moment.” Aluki’s voice echoed through the cargo hold. “I’ll let you know when they start trying to kill us again. We’ve got an escort of flying war machines. Hopefully that keeps us safe.”

      Her voice stopped, and the Saurians began whispering among themselves. Annie rose from her mech and moved to stand near Burke at the window. Nuchik saw her, and moved to join him as well. She kept a watchful eye on Annie, and Burke knew her well enough to know that scowl. Nuchik might be softening to Nolan, but she still seriously disliked Annie.

      “That was the roughest takeoff I’ve ever seen,” Nuchik said, quietly as always. She was even more subdued than usual, though that was probably true for all of them. She removed the leather tie from her hair, then retied her ponytail. “I’ve been thinking about it the entire way up. I just don’t get it. Why did Nolan stay behind? Why make sure we get off, with their equipment no less? It just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I don’t know.” Burke shook his head slowly. “I’ve been chewing on it, too. It’s against protocol, and I want to call it insubordination. Command’s role is clear. You send your soldiers in, you don’t do it yourself.”

      “Do you think he’s in it for glory?” Nuchik moved closer, peering through the dirty glass. Bright flashes were reflected in her eyes as the battle raged around them.

      “You know what? I don’t think he is. I got a good look at his face at the end there, right before we separated.” Burke replayed the memory. “He knew he wasn’t coming back. In the end, I think he stayed because he doesn’t believe anyone else can get the job done.”

      “That might be the first smart thing that’s come out of your mouth since we met,” came a drawl from behind.

      Burke glanced back to find Annie grinning at him.

      “See, you got to understand where the captain comes from. He’s been shafted, first by OFI, and then by our own goddamned brass. He’s seen everything come apart at the seams, and doesn’t much trust in government—old or new. Nolan stayed behind because he’s going to pull off some crazy-ass stunt that will win us this battle.”

      Burke looked back through the hatch window. The 1st had crumbled; the only ship left was the admiral’s. An enemy dreadnought was bearing down on her vessel, a second enemy ship coming up behind like it wanted a turn, too.

      The 2nd was in shambles, their anemic fire doing little to slow the enemy. A smaller ship angled in their direction, but the fighter escort broke off to engage. There were so few of them left.

      Burke turned back to Annie. “Nothing is going to win this battle.”

      “You don’t know the captain.” Annie chuckled. “While you two were getting all sappy about how much you love Nolan, I was monitoring comms. Take a look out the window, Burke.”

      Burke raised an eyebrow, then glanced out the window again. Nuchik was already doing the same, jaw open and eyes wide.

      A new ship had entered the fray, only…it wasn’t a ship. A planetstrider had just warped in, a little ways off from the fleet. It raised its cannon, loosing a torrent of scarlet energy. Burke’s heart sank, and he assumed that Fizgig’s command vessel was about to be destroyed.

      She wasn’t the target. The blast hit the lead dreadnought, punching through its shields and carving a furrow of explosions along the side.

      “What the hell?” Burke muttered.

      “Told you.” Annie elbowed Burke, then wrapped an arm around Nuchik. “Don’t ever bet against the captain, ’cause he’ll always pull off something no one saw coming.”
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      “Object appearing off starboard,” Juliard called, a klaxon sounding behind her.

      “I see it,” Fizgig growled. She rose stiffly, walking toward the holographic battle map. “Was this why they stopped firing—so their planetstriders could join the fight directly? Why? We were already about to die.”

      The planetstrider fired, and Fizgig blinked when the shot shredded the dreadnought bearing down on them. “Juliard, give me status on that vessel.”

      “Sir, their shields are down. Their hull is damaged. They have a good-sized hole along the aft side, and are leaking atmosphere. Wait, strike that. They’ve got some sort of energy membrane covering the damage,” Juliard explained, her face buried in her terminal.

      “Is their main cannon still operational?” Fizgig demanded, her gaze fixed on the vessel.

      “We believe so,” Juliard admitted.

      “Fleet-wide.”

      “You’re on, sir.”

      “All captains, this is Admiral Fizgig. That vessel is wounded, but its cannon is still operational. If it fires, my flagship will be destroyed. Fire everything you’ve got at that cannon. Take it down before it can fire.” Fizgig closed the connection. She returned to her chair, sinking wearily into the cushions.

      She wasn’t sure what she expected from her fleet. She had no idea how much ordnance they had left, and doubted it contained any theta cannon rounds.

      Gauss cannons, a few missiles, and two theta rounds streaked toward the enemy ship. Its shields were still down from the planetstrider’s attack, and the barrage tore into the barrel of the cannon, chewing enormous holes in the side. Then the cannon detonated spectacularly, and her bridge crew cheered.

      “Mighty Khar, do you yet live?” Fizgig asked, purring quietly.

      “Yes, Mighty Fizgig,” her protege growled back over the comm. “What do you require of me?”

      “Take your surviving booster mechs, and board their vessel. Savage it from the inside. Repay them in blood,” Fizgig demanded, giving in fully to her Tigris nature.

      “At once, Mighty Fizgig. We fight to the death,” Khar roared. His mechs streaked toward the wounded capital ship, streaming into the gap in the hull like shrike bats returning to a cave.

      “Open a channel to the planetstrider,” Fizgig ordered.

      “Uh, I’ll try,” Juliard offered. She tapped at her console, then blinked up at Fizgig. “We’ve got a response sir. It’s Captain Nolan’s ident.”

      “Nolan,” Fizgig said. Her purr deepened. “You are in charge of that planetstrider, yes?”

      “Hey, Admiral. Yes, we’re controlling it. Do you have a target for us, sir?”

      “Indeed I do. They have one dreadnought, largely intact. I will maneuver my flagship to keep their wounded between us, but if that dreadnought gets a clear shot, the Mendez will die. Fire continuously on that ship.”

      The Mendez limped away from the last functional dreadnought, angling to prevent it from getting a clear shot. If the dreadnought fired, they’d hit their own wounded ships in order to get to her.

      Given how brutal this commander had already been, though, Fizgig worried he’d do exactly that.

      “Sir, our thrusters are damaged,” Juliard said. “We’re too slow to keep this up for long.”

      “We don’t have to.” Fizgig leaned back into the cushions, smiling. The planetstrider fired again, and the last dreadnought lost its main gun. They finally had the upper hand.

      “Order all vessels to assault the most heavily damaged dreadnought,” Fizgig said calmly. “We’ll take them out one by one.” She licked the fur on the back of her wrist, and began to groom.

      It seemed that, once again, death had failed to find her.
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      Events were spiraling out of Takkar’s control. If there were a shade darker than black, his fur had found it. How could Krekon have allowed himself to be killed by a puny, hairless primate? It made no sense.

      “Clan leader, the planetstrider has punctured the hull,” the techsmith whispered. She was as far away as she could get while still attending him. She clutched her arcanotome to her chest. “We’ve auto-sealed the breach, but a second shot might cause irreparable damage.”

      “What are you saying?” Takkar roared, stalking toward the Saurian.

      “O-only that retreat could be prudent.” The Saurian dove for the ground, pressing her cheek to the silver metal. Her grey robes covered her body completely, leaving a pathetically rumpled mound at his feet. “I meant no offense, Clan Leader.”

      “Indeed it could,” Takkar looked up at the battle, watching through the transparent hull. The enemy fighters had nearly reached them. “They’re going to board us. Have all elites move to battle stations. Alert the overseers that all labor-slaves must return to their quarters.”

      Takkar watched the Vkash’s Fury, his last fully intact dreadnought. It struggled to get a shot at the enemy flagship, but suddenly had bigger concerns. The planetstrider his enemies had somehow stolen fired upon the Fury, drawing a line of fire down the stern.

      Takkar picked up the techsmith, hurling her from the edge of the island. She plummeted to her death, the scream ending suddenly when she impacted several levels below.

      The next Saurian rushed forward from the edge of the island, bowing repeatedly as he approached. He carefully avoided Takkar’s gaze, and stank of fear.

      “Order all dreadnoughts to warp to Imperalis. Have the planetstriders moved as well.”

      “C-clan Leader, I have news about the planetstriders. One has sustained significant damage, inflicted by another planetstrider.”

      “Does it still possess the ability to warp?” he demanded.

      “Yes, Clan Leader.”

      “Then order it to warp. Spool up our warp drive as well. We are leaving this place.” Takkar had never given a retreat order. His father had never given such an order either. He had to go back three generations to find an ancestor who’d been defeated, and none had been so badly humiliated as he had here.

      A cluster of enemy mechs poured into his ship, flowing through the hole his own planetstrider had made. They fanned out, strafing the islands closest to the breach. Missiles and the strange energy weapons they used cut down the few defenders who tried to fight back.

      Takkar inhaled deeply, then began his transformation. He swelled in size, the mighty axe Yoggmoth growing with him.

      “Order the elites to begin hunting the enemy. I want their vessels disabled, but intact if possible. Bring any and all surviving pilots to me.”

      The enemy was bold, normally an admirable quality. Yet, in this, the enemy had miscalculated. He—whoever he was—couldn’t know that Takkar had several hundred elites on board.

      The enemy mechs were swift, but there were only a few dozen. They’d quickly be overwhelmed by his clan’s finest warriors.

      The deep whine of the ship’s warp engines gathered strength. Takkar glared hatefully at the enemy’s wounded flagship, burning the image into his mind before they warped away.
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      Khar finished his strafing run, blowing apart half a dozen elites as fast as they emerged from an oval structure that looked more like a temple than barracks. It sat at the center of a floating island, one of hundreds that rotated slowly throughout the dreadnought’s interior.

      He swerved right to dodge the answering plasma fire, winging his way back toward the breach. His squadron completed the same circuit behind him, each making a run on elites. They enjoyed less success than they had against the fighters, though his mechs were still giving better than they got.

      “Mighty Khar, we are running low on ordnance,” Bessel cautioned. Ever the voice of reason.

      “Have you identified any structural vulnerabilities?” Khar asked, feathering his thrusters to avoid another stream of plasma fire. The elites were largely stationary, but they had impeccable aim.

      “Yes, Mighty Khar. There is a power plant in the heart of the ship, below those floating terraces.”

      Khar zoomed in the direction Bessel had indicated. The ship’s interior was truly bizarre. The whole thing was entirely open, lacking even a single bulkhead. If the ship had a breach, and that membrane failed, everyone on the ship would die. It was madness, a clear sign of just how arrogant these Ganog were.

      The command staff was probably on the top island, and the layout no doubt provided a magnificent view of the entire ship at once. A commander could see every level, and use the top of the ship as an observatory.

      It was the complete opposite of every ship developed by either Tigris or humanity. Primo used a more open plan, but even they put bulkheads between vulnerable sections of the ship. This vessel’s construction had involved more than metal; it had taken monumental arrogance to construct something this massive with that large a design flaw.

      Khar ducked under a terrace, rolling out of the way of more fire as he passed another group of elites. Below him were half a dozen more terraces, and below them something glowed brightly—brightly enough to be a reactor.

      “Khar, evacuate that vessel at once,” Fizgig’s voice broke over the comm, her normal dispassion stripped away. “They are beginning to warp.”

      “Return to the fleet, immediately,” Khar ordered. He fired his thrusters, angling the mech back toward the breach. He poured on the thrust, accelerating rapidly as he grew closer.

      “Mighty Khar, a power surge is coming from the reactor of this ship,” Bessel said.

      “That must be what Fizgig is concerned with. Get out, Bessel. Now,” Khar ordered. He was getting closer to the breach, and a few of his faster brethren had already gone through.

      A strange vertigo washed over Khar. The space around him began to fold and churn, and time seemed to elongate. The breach was growing farther away, not closer. Had he still possessed a stomach, he’d likely have emptied the contents.

      The feeling finally ended. Khar stared up at the observatory in growing horror. The red-brown planet was gone, replaced by a blue-green world surrounded by two rings of rock and dust. The rings came from a shattered moon, half of which still orbited the planet.

      A blue sun dominated the system, painting everything with a muted brush. One by one, enemy vessels appeared around them, but there was no sign of the Coalition forces.

      “Khar to all surviving mechs. We are cut off. Scatter, and get as low as you can, as quickly as you can. Hide within the bowels of the ship. Avoid detection as long as you can, and abandon your mechs if necessary.” Khar gave the orders with as much authority and confidence as he could muster, but privately he was terrified. Who knew how many light years from home they were?

      They were trapped in the stronghold of their enemy, with no obvious way home. He dipped the nose of his fighter, zipping toward the dreadnought’s shadowy lower levels.
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      Nolan ducked past a damaged ceiling panel with exposed wiring still hanging out of it. Fizgig’s entire command ship was like that, bursting at the seams throughout. He had no idea how she’d survived, and suspected she’d kept the Mendez intact through will alone.

      Ahead, half a dozen people were clustered just outside the bridge. Nolan grinned. “Annie, you made it.”

      He rushed forward, seizing her in a fierce hug. She returned it just as fiercely. “’Course I made it. I had the easy part, remember? Your ending was kinda flashy, but I can’t say I disapprove. Love that whole space-dino bit. That was clever.”

      “It was mostly Lena’s idea,” Nolan said, nodding in the direction he’d come.

      Hannan and Lena helped T’kon toward the bridge, slow going for the Ganog since he had a broken ankle.

      “Come on, the admiral’s been waiting for you to board,” Annie said. She led Nolan up the short stairwell to the platform housing the bridge. Fizgig sat in the captain’s chair, her cushions shredded all around her. Her eyes were slitted, almost closed. She looked even more exhausted than he felt.

      Burke and Nuchik lounged against the wall behind the captain’s chair, but both snapped to attention as he approached. Burke cleared his throat. “Welcome back, Captain.”

      “At ease, Lieutenant. Good work on getting the refugees out.” Nolan offered Burke a hand, and Burke shook it.

      Nuchik gave him a respectful nod, but moved past him to speak to Hannan. He didn’t hear what she said, but he did catch the surprised look on Hannan’s face. It melted into a smile, and the pair shared a laugh.

      “Hello, Nolan,” Fizgig rasped. “It has been a very challenging day.” She sat up straighter as he approached, her eyes widening to wakefulness. “I knew this had your paw prints all over it.” She paused, rising respectfully as Lena approached. Fizgig gave a low, graceful bow that belied her advanced years. “Welcome to my vessel, Holy One.”

      “Hello, Fizgig. I am pleased to see you, sister.” Lena approached the admiral, and the two rubbed cheeks. “I am only sorry we couldn’t come sooner.”

      “You’ve done well. The enemy was forced to retreat, a possibility I doubt they considered.” Fizgig gave a deep purring, something Nolan had never heard her do publicly. The purring abruptly ceased. “The cost was high. Khar’s squadron was on board that dreadnought when it warped away.”

      “Pardon, but I fear you will not see those troops again, then,” T’kon said. He hobbled forward, resting his weight on his uninjured leg. T’kon raised shaking hands to remove his suit’s helmet, showing Fizgig his face. “Takkar will hunt them mercilessly, and his flagship contains more than enough elites to run them to ground. If they are able to escape through the breach they created, they might make it to the cold depths of space. However, unless they can get access to a warp generator, they’ll never be able to return home.”

      Fizgig’s tail began to lash back and forth. “You must be the source of Nolan’s intel, one of these Ganog. Tell me, can you predict how your clan leader Takkar will react to his defeat here?”

      “I can make guesses, but nothing like this has happened in my lifetime. The Imperium has not lost a battle of this size to an outside force in living memory,” T’kon explained. His fur lightened to a soft blue. “At the very least, he will have no choice but to report to the Empress. Losing a dreadnought might be enough to end his career. Losing a planetstrider may cost his life, or even his family’s life. He will probably go to Imperalis, and beg an audience.”

      “Will your people continue this war against us?” Fizgig asked.

      “Without a doubt,” T’kon gave back. “Both the Yog—the rulers of our people—and the Vkash clans will come for you. Every clan will want their place at the war table, as soon as they realize you possess core technology. Takkar will likely attempt to hide this technology, though the Empress will ferret it out. The ability to steal a planetstrider will terrify them, and each clan leader will want access to that technology. They will invade your space, kill your warriors, and enslave your techsmiths. One by one, they will conquer your worlds, until this Coalition is no more.”

      “How long before that invasion begins?” Nolan asked.

      “Perhaps sixty solar days, less if one or more clans seek to begin before their companions can enter the war. Takkar’s fleet will need repairs, and that can only be performed at Imperalis. Even if the Empress allows it, it will take time.” T’kon’s fur darkened. “My own clan—the Azi—they are likely to join the war effort if given the chance. That might be something I can prevent, if I go to them.”

      Outside the window, there was a flash of scarlet. Nolan glanced up to see Edwards finishing off another enemy cruiser. Every ship capable of fleeing had already done so, along with the warp station itself. All that was left was target practice.

      “That option will be discussed, T’kon. We will call a summit to discuss our strategy.” Fizgig heaved a heavy sigh. “Two months, at best. We’ll just have to spend that time as wisely as possible. She stared at the view screen, and Nolan followed her gaze. It wasn’t hard to guess what was going through her mind.

      The 1st had been effectively wiped out, and the 2nd had been savaged. Only four ships could move under their own power. If this had been a victory, it had been a Pyrrhic one. The cost had been devastatingly high.

      Nolan couldn’t help but wonder if, somewhere, the Gorthians were laughing.
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      Takkar’s pride mirrored the savaged hull of the Vkash’s Fist, his flagship. It was scarred and pocked, with most of the cannons now nothing more than melted lumps. The main cannon was but a memory, and a cruiser-sized hole rent the hull. A thin, crackling membrane of blue energy was all that kept the ship’s interior from being sucked through that hole.

      The sting of seeing his mighty flagship humbled receded, as the ship itself receded. The shuttle carried him toward the Ganog capital world of Imperalis, the Jewel of the Ganog Imperium. He chose to focus on that, rather than his wounded warship.

      His transport wound around the first ring, a sapphire band of ice and rock that orbited the violet world. That ring was fed by the shattered moon, an azure half-sphere. The moon was all that remained of the mythological battle that had birthed the Imperium. The War Before Time, they called it.

      The shuttle zoomed closer to the world, dipping below the second ring. This one was smaller, and orbited a different axis. It had a more purplish hue—refracted light from the atmosphere below.

      Below them lay the planet’s southern continent, a volcanically active region dotted with great cities. The outer cities had been given to the lava, but those closer to the center of the continent were vibrant and alive. Billions of Ganog souls dwelled there, supported by an equal number of labor-slaves.

      The ship descended toward the centermost city, a glittering mass of spires lining the slopes of Mount Kethar. The largest spire sat atop the summit, taller than Takkar’s dreadnought was long. Thousands of glittering islands floated around the spire in rings, each ring a little smaller than the last. They slowly orbited their respective levels, much as the ice and rock above orbited this world.

      Only clan or fleet leaders were allowed to dock at the top ring, the ring the shuttle was making for. Takkar still remembered the first time he’d been allowed to dock here, just after his elevation to fleet leader nearly two decades before. Each time he’d come, it had been to accept another award or promotion—always in praise of his abilities as a leader.

      Today was far different. Today, the bonfire of his joy was gone, smothered by the ashes of dread. How would the empress react to his failure?

      There was a very real possibility that she’d execute him and his family. Were he advising her, that would be the course he’d recommend. It would send a necessary message about the price of failure.

      Yet the empress suffered from the special brand of pride enjoyed by the truly righteous. She considered herself both enlightened and egalitarian, and it was these qualities that Takkar hoped to appeal to.

      A slender hope, but all he had.

      He inhaled from his lower nostrils, his fur fading to soft grey as the ship floated toward the ivory platform. Only imperial guests were allowed to dock on the spire itself, but when one carried the kind of dire news Takkar had, one ignored such niceties.

      “We have arrived, Clan Leader,” the techsmith behind him hissed.

      He’d forgotten the Saurian. Her red scales were shrouded in the grey robes of her order. She clutched her arcanotome to her chest, the glowing circuitry mostly swallowed by her voluminous sleeves. A black cable snaked from the tome to her temple, feeding pulses of light back and forth. The sight sickened him.

      “Shall I send word to the empress?”

      “Do it.” Takkar leapt from his platform, landing on the ivory-colored metal with a muffled clank. He did not bring his elites, for none stood high enough to be allowed here.

      Krekon would have, had he not been slain. Takkar had been forced to flee Ganog 7 before he could verify Krekon’s fate, but his death was the only real possibility.

      Takkar walked up the gently sloping ramp, toward the arched hallway leading into the spire. The doorway was smothered in gold, with glowing sigils bathing the metal in rich purple. He couldn’t read those sigils, but his fur tingled as he passed beneath them—a testament to their power. Had the empress wished, he would have been incinerated upon stepping through.

      He took his survival as permission to proceed, and continued up a short corridor that emptied into the spire’s interior. The hollow depths disappeared into the distance both above and below; thousands of islands of all sizes slowly orbited the center of the spire, where a single cluster of islands stood above all others.

      “I’ve summoned a platform, Clan Leader,” his techsmith murmured. She gave a low bow, careful to keep her eyes downcast.

      An unadorned ivory disk floated over, the sloped metal just large enough for a single occupant. Takkar’s fur went pale, nearly translucent. He stepped onto the disk, which zoomed slowly toward the royal island.

      He passed many curious onlookers, but he kept his gaze focused on the empress’s island. He couldn’t face their curiosity or their derision. The idea that a clan leader would be accorded an unadorned disk was…unthinkable.

      The disk finally rose to the level of the island, providing the first clue to his fate. The empress stood on the central dais, surrounded by a cloud of attendants. Today her fur was purple, an aesthetic choice no doubt intended to irritate him. As a simple elite, Takkar couldn’t control his body the same way she could. His fur revealed his emotions; her metabiology made her fur a canvas to paint as she wished.

      “Ahh, Takkar. Join us, please.” The empress’s melodious voice cut through the low conversations of her attendants, a knife through silk. They fell silent, turning as one to watch his approach. Every last Ganog around the empress was an adept, just as she was. They wore the short white robes of their order, the garments worthless compared to his own armor.

      Takkar gave a start when he noted the crowd of black-robed figures along the rim of the dais, behind the empress. Their voluminous robes mirrored those of the techsmiths—but where the techsmiths’ were unadorned, these were stitched with eldritch runes like those adorning the spire.

      Takkar counted the robed figures, noting six in total. The empress had a total of fourteen attendants. Having nearly half of them come from the seeker caste was unprecedented. During previous visits, he’d never seen more than one.

      The seekers were gaining in strength. Alarming, but a matter to contemplate only if he survived the next few minutes.

      “You’ve left your axe back on your ship,” the empress mused. She puckered full lips, staring down at him regally. “Are you certain you don’t wish to fetch it before your audience?”

      “If I have need of my axe, then my life is over.” Takkar kept his words simple. The empress was not merely an adept; she had the benefits of a full oral education, teaching her everything from mathematics to history. Many in the leadership caste disdained such frivolous pursuits, but Takkar suspected they undervalued knowledge.

      “True enough. Then let us determine your fate. Tell me, Takkar. Why do I see only five dreadnoughts? Many of your cruisers are missing. The vessels I do see have all suffered immense damage. What’s worse, I have a report that only two of your planetstriders are erecting mounds on the south slope.” The empress glided across the floor toward him, halting mere inches away. She was beautiful, her delicate fur covering equally delicate features. “It would appear you’ve suffered the single greatest military defeat in living memory.” She cocked her head, calling to one of the robed figures. “Utfa, attend me.”

      One of the black-robed figures left the others, taking slow deliberate steps in their direction. He reached up with both hands, exposing milky eyes and a leathered, hairless face. His swift, sure stride belied his apparent age. Like the techsmiths, he carried an arcanotome, wired to his wizened temple—yet his frame was heavily muscled, and he walked with a warrior’s grace.

      He stopped next to them. “What is your will, Empress?”

      “You are the keeper of our chronicles, and your arcanotome possesses the sum of our knowledge. Tell me, when was the last time the Imperium suffered a defeat of the magnitude Takkar has shown us?”

      Pulses flowed to Utfa’s temple from the tome. “It has been four centuries, your grace.” He gave a shallow bow. “The Azi clan warred upon the Vkash clan. The Vkash followed Dokkar, a charismatic, but unwise fleet leader. He led their forces into battle at Ganog 4. The Azi destroyed two dreadnoughts, and captured nearly all of Dokkar’s labor-slaves and techsmiths.”

      “There—you see, Takkar? You’ve accomplished something not duplicated in four centuries. Have you anything to say that might convince me to stay your execution, and that of your family?”

      “I have, Empress.” Takkar reached slowly into his satchel. The empress’s adepts shifted to combat stances, but subsided when he revealed the glowing cube from his satchel. “I hold a core, majesty—the holy heart of a planetstrider.”

      “Blasphemy,” Utfa roared. He growled at the empress, using the kind of tone that normally ended in swift execution. “Highness, we must remove this relic from the view of the court. Having it out in full view risks attracting the gaze of the Nameless Ones. While my brothers and I would relish their attention, I do not believe you share that sentiment.”

      Takkar expected the empress to chastise the seeker, yet she did not. Instead, she placed a hand on the cube, inspecting it carefully.

      “Tell me where you acquired it,” she said. “Make the tale interesting, and you might even survive the day.”
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      Khar leaned into the turn, feathering the mech’s booster. He whipped past one of the floating islands, using the wide ivory disk to break line of sight with his pursuers: three Ganog elites, all riding some sort of sky cycle.

      High above, he eyed the hole in the dreadnought’s hull, but it was already covered with a thick blue membrane; he had no idea if his mech could make it through. Even if it could, he highly doubted these elites were going to give him time to try.

      Khar’s mech zoomed around another island, buying him a few moments to think. He analyzed the situation, struggling for a solution. He was trapped inside a Ganog dreadnought, and that dreadnought had completed a warp to another system an unknown number of light years away. There were no Helios Gates this far out, and even if there were, he had no Helios-capable vessel.

      Another burst of plasma shot past him, and Khar guided the mech into a steep dive. He curved past several more islands, but he was quickly running out of room. The bottom deck of the vessel lay several hundred meters below. Above it was a final layer of islands. He might be able to lose them down there, under the last of the islands. It was dark, and a warren of tiny buildings dotted the hull’s dark surface. There were an awful lot of them, enough to form the slums for a whole city.

      His mech shuddered when something slammed into his main booster. Warning lights flared on the arm and shoulder, and the booster’s reactor was flashing critical.

      These warriors are much more skilled than those who pilot the bulky fighters.

      Khar twisted the mech in midair, thumbing the booster’s release. It tumbled free, and Khar swung the mech’s leg around in a wide kick. It flung the booster at the closest Ganog, who tried desperately to avoid the sudden projectile. The booster caught him in the chest, detonating on impact.

      A wave of superheated flame burst in all directions, enveloping both sky cycle and rider. The flames obscured the other two pursuers, and Khar used the opportunity to pop open his missile tubes. He had one volley left, just nine missiles.

      As a Tigris, he’d have used instinct—but his synthetic body provided a better option. He projected the Ganog’s flight path, adjusting for his falling velocity. Khar fired two missiles, adjusted his aim, then fired another two.

      The first Ganog came streaking out of the flames, directly into the path of the pair of missiles. It ended badly.

      The second Ganog darted from beneath the flames, changing his course unexpectedly. The pair of missiles shot harmlessly overhead, and the Ganog zoomed around in a wide arc.

      Khar continued to fall, unable to adjust his flight without his main booster. That made him an un-missable target.

      Khar raised his rifle, firing the particle cannon. It discharged a stream of superheated lightning, tagging the rear of the sky cycle. The vehicle began to spin wildly, and the rider toppled from his seat. The Ganog caught the handlebars, and began struggling back into his seat.

      Khar fired again, this time catching the Ganog in the arm. Everything below the elbow disintegrated, and the Ganog tumbled away from his bike. The bike hit the island below, detonating spectacularly, and the Ganog plummeted out of sight over the edge of the platform. His scream echoed through the cavernous ship.

      “Tigrana protect me,” Khar muttered. He bent the mech’s knees, taking quick breaths as the island rushed up at him. Three, two, one…

      Khar fired his leg thrusters, a full five-second burn. It bled momentum, but not enough. He came down hard, the mech crashing into the ivory-colored metal in a tangle of mechanical limbs.

      A klaxon chimed softly through the cockpit, and everything below the waist on the 3D model of the mech went from yellow, to red, to dark. The viewport spun wildly as the mech tumbled end-over-end toward the edge of the sloped island.

      “No!” Khar roared. The mech’s arm shot out, the fingers drawing lines of sparks as he slid toward the edge. He caught himself, pulling the mech’s legless torso back onto the island.

      Khar knew hesitation meant death. He couldn’t be found here. More Ganog would be coming. He tapped the eject sequence, exhaling the breath he’d been holding when the cockpit groaned reluctantly open—not that he needed to breathe.

      Khar leapt to the ground, rolling quickly to his feet. He scanned the area where he’d landed—some sort of orchard, from the look of it. Strange pink and blue trees grew all around him, ripe purple fruits filling their lower branches. A dozen pairs of eyes peered at him from the branches. They belonged to thin, slow moving creatures that reminded Khar of hiktik bugs back on Tigrana.

      They didn’t seem hostile, so Khar sprinted past them. His internal HUD clocked his speed at 32 KPH, about seventy percent of maximum. Faster than that wasn’t recommended, as sustaining that kind of speed burned an inordinate amount of energy.

      Khar’s battery was already down to 73 percent, and he had no idea when he’d be able to find time to recharge. He pulled up short at the edge of another row of trees. A wide oval pod sat in a clearing, and as he watched, a stick-alien slowly emerged, like it was passing through liquid.

      I hope that’s a transportation device, because I don’t have many other options.

      Khar gave a reluctant look back at his mech. The internal self-destruct would ensure nothing useful could be taken from it, but he wished he had time to be sure.

      Khar charged toward the pod, leaping to cover the last dozen feet. A ripple of ice passed over him as he entered the viscous liquid. It pulled him toward the center of the pod, then hardened into a rubbery gel around him.

      Had Khar needed to breathe, it might have been lethal, and for about the millionth time he was glad he’d chosen to give up his flesh-and-blood body. Many Tigris considered him a fool, while others eagerly awaited the production of more such bodies. Khar knew what he believed: This body was the best thing that had ever happened to him, and losing the ability to sire kits was a small price to pay.

      The pod began to descend, rippling through the bottom of the island. It passed into a shadowed area, with only a few islands between it and the slums below. The pod increased the speed of descent, passing narrowly by each island.

      Khar studied the islands as they passed, noting the similarities to a Tigris or human city. The buildings were roughly the same shape, the materials mostly identifiable. He didn’t know what the white metal was, but it looked similar to the blue metal Primo used in the construction of their ships.

      He passed the final island, and turned his attention to the buildings lining the hull. It was a shantytown, the buildings constructed from whatever debris or garbage these people could find. The buildings radiated chaotically along the entire bottom of the hull, snaking off into the shadows near the prow of the ship.

      A few Saurians glanced up in his direction as the pod descended, but none stared long. People moved quickly down here, keeping their heads lowered. They moved with purpose, in exactly the kind of way Khar had seen back on Ganog 7. This place was lawless, and the people wore apathy and confidence as armor.

      Flimsy armor, but for many it was likely all they had.

      The pod finally slowed, then stopped a few feet above the ground. The gel thinned back to liquid, and Khar felt an invisible force push him from the pod. He dropped agilely to the ground, landing in a crouch.

      He was in the middle of a small clearing, surrounded by what appeared to be shops. The deck, or what should have been the deck, was covered in thick, grimy soil. Khar didn’t want to know what it contained, and was thankful he no longer had the ability to smell. His olfactory sensors conveyed the data, without the unpleasantness.

      Khar picked an alley at random, and started to run. He darted around corners, trying to avoid people wherever possible. He came up short when he reached a squat black bunker with its door standing open. He had no idea what lay inside, but he needed to get out of sight. Quickly.

      Khar darted through the doorway, and into the unknown.
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      Nolan resisted the urge to pace, but did adjust the collar of his dress uniform. He and the squad stood in a straight line, facing the top brass from three races. Most were human, but at least a quarter were Tigris. The remaining few were Primo, their multicolored skin and bulbous heads making them easy to spot.

      All that was missing was the president. Part of Nolan loved that Dryker hadn’t changed, even after being elected to the highest office in the Coalition. Always late to everything.

      “I hate all this pomp and circumstance crap,” Nolan muttered, tilting the brim of his hat to shade his eyes. He should have worn sunglasses, but HR had insisted that he would “connect” more if he showed his face.

      Squinting into the sun still seemed stupid.

      “Stop fidgeting, sir,” Hannan said, elbowing him in the ribs. “We’ve dealt with worse. The old man wants to take some holos, so we can be propped up as heroes. After that we’ll get real beef. Beef, Captain. We get to eat a cow.”

      “Not to mention no one is shooting at us,” Burke said. He stood at the far end of the line—next to Nuchik, of course.

      The pair had warmed to Nolan after the Battle of Ganog 7, but the fiery-haired officer was still distant.

      “I take no joy from this either,” Lena growled. She used a claw to pick at the collar of her uniform. “I look ridiculous, like a human. It is patently unfair that the Coalition is based largely on human customs. Though, I will admit I am eager to taste this…cow. Is the beast ferocious?”

      “The males are.” Nolan couldn’t help but smile.

      “If I could change one thing,” Fizgig interjected, looking miserable in her dress uniform, “it would be adopting human fashion for our military. Discipline I understand, but fighting in these…garments is impractical. They serve no purpose. And they prevent grooming.” Her ears drooped, and her whiskers twitched.

      A sleek black shuttle rumbled by overhead, slowly settling onto the runway near the stage. The engines ran silently, other than a subsonic hum.

      Hannan gave a low whistle, eyeing the shuttle.

      Nolan shared the appreciation. “Kathryn’s handiwork, I’d bet.”

      “A wager I would not take.” Fizgig said.

      The moment it touched down, a ramp extended from the back. A stream of soldiers began to emerge, moving to flank the stage. After the soldiers came a detail of more conventional security—the president’s secret service. They wore fashionable black suits, and had no visible weapons. But Nolan knew they were there, from particle pistols to cybernetic enhancements.

      The cloud of reporters along the edge of the fence began snapping holos, their attention all on the man emerging from the shuttle. President Dryker gave the crowd a single wave, then turned toward the stage. He removed a wide-brimmed hat, tucking it under the arm of his dress uniform as he approached. His beard was as unruly as ever, white tendrils snaking in all directions.

      It was an interesting choice, wearing that uniform. Dryker had served in the old UFC fleet, and Nolan supposed wearing it reminded the press of that fact. He’d been made an honorary admiral in the Coalition navy when the charter had been signed, though he’d never served in the new military.

      “Welcome home, soldiers.” Dryker approached Fizgig, shaking her paw. He moved down the line, shaking each hand as he murmured more welcome homes. He smiled at Nolan, speaking through a clenched smile. “God, I hate this shit.”

      Nolan only partially succeeded in holding in his laugh. It was damned good to see the old man. Nolan maintained his plastic smile while they said the words and pinned the medals. He knew all this ceremony wasn’t for them. He didn’t care about medals, and neither did anyone else in the squad. Hell, Hannan was probably offended by the notion. Burke was the only one who seemed to enjoy being there.

      Reporters snapped an endless slew of photos, and when it was over, the guards escorted them off the runway. The brass slowly filed after them, until they were finally alone.

      “Thanks for putting up with that,” Dryker said, rolling his eyes. “I never had the stomach for Fleet politics, and government is even more petty. Every inch of ground costs political capital, and this ceremony gave me a pretty good chunk. I’m going to spend it getting you the resources you need, Fizgig.”

      “Then suffering through this may be worth it,” Fizgig allowed. She scratched at the back of her neck. “Will you not be joining us for the ritual consumption of this…cow?”

      “I will, but we’ll be surrounded by cameras. We aren’t likely to have another opportunity like this, outside Fleet communications. This is probably the only place we can be frank with each other,” Dryker said. He glanced at the Ganog cruiser parked near the planetstrider, then at the planetstrider itself. “Edwards is really in that thing?”

      “Yeah, he’s made a new friend.” Hannan smiled broadly. “He calls the critter ‘Rex’. I’ve never seen Edwards this happy. Annie’s up there, too. She wanted to be here, but HR said she didn’t really fit the image they wanted to convey.”

      “You should have told me.” Dryker’s face darkened, snowy eyebrows knitting together. “She should be honored, just the same as the rest of you.”

      “Yes, but it would cost you some of that hard-earned political capital,” Nolan pointed out. “She wouldn’t want to be here anyway. Trust me, she’s having more fun than we are. So, have you started working on the planetstrider yet?” He badly wanted to ask about the connection to Primo tech, but held the question in.

      “We’ve got a delegation from the Birthplace eager to study it, but they haven’t started yet. I’ll make sure they don’t put Edwards through too much poking and prodding.” Dryker turned to Fizgig. “So give it to me straight: How long do we have before these Ganog launch their next offensive?”

      “Nolan?” Fizgig asked, shifting her feline eyes to him.

      “I’ve spent time with T’kon, the Ganog who defected. He believes that Takkar, the enemy clan leader, will retreat to their home world, where he’ll be judged by their empress. After she learns about us and our technology, she’ll send her fleets in search of our manufacturing base. She’ll want our cores and our scientists. The Ganog are a slave-taking race. T’kon guesses two months before they invade, but it could be sooner.”

      “How much time before the 4th Fleet is outfitted?” Fizgig demanded. She still managed that thinly veiled Tigris savagery, even in her dress uniform.

      A couple of the secret servicemen stepped closer, but Dryker waved them off.

      “Six weeks. We can’t shave any more than that,” Dryker admitted. He heaved a sigh. “The good news is that the 5th and 9th will be outfitted two weeks later.”

      “That will not be enough to overcome this enemy.” Fizgig folded her arms; her tail lashed behind her. “They will come at us with everything they have—every ship and every planetstrider. I know this commander. I have seen him fight. He is aggressive. He will not wait long.”

      “I have an idea which might buy us some time,” Nolan suggested. All eyes turned to him. “T’kon has told me a lot about his culture. The Ganog survive by invading new territory and plundering everything. For lack of a better term, they’re space vikings. They conquer new worlds to plunder their resources. They’re most interested in science, and in taking slaves who understand that science.”

      “Your reports have already explained that.” Dryker stroked his snowy beard. “Get to the point, son. What do you have in mind?”

      “What if we leaked intel about the largest Coalition factory in our space—the Void Wraith factory we captured, just before the end of the war? Fizgig fortifies the planet with her fleets, and we move the planetstrider there as well. We pull in the Tigris orbital defense platforms, and see if we can talk the Primo into moving one of their surviving carriers there.”

      They seemed interested, so Nolan continued.

      “We convince the Ganog that this is the hub of our manufacturing. We get them to invade in force, and we ambush them with everything we have. We hit and run, picking off every unit we can. They take damage; we melt away—and they wipe out a worthless factory, one we strip before they arrive.”

      “Hmm, this plan is audacious,” Fizgig allowed. “It might be workable. It will certainly buy us time, while weakening our foes.” Her tail stopped lashing. “I see a major problem: How will you leak word to these Ganog? How can we be certain they will come to this world?”

      “T’kon has volunteered to help us,” Nolan said. “He wants to make it back to his clan, to bring them the core we gave him. Give me the Ganog cruiser, and let us escort T’kon back to his people. In exchange, he’ll help us get word to the empress.”

      It wasn’t a perfect plan, but what first draft was?

      “And, conveniently, you and your squad get to accompany him, right?” Dryker asked, rather dryly. “You’re in the bad habit of operating outside the command structure, Nolan.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Burke muttered. He wore a half-smile, though.

      “I know,” Nolan said, “but you and I both know my squad gets things done, and this is something you need done. Can you think of someone better to send?”

      “No, I can’t,” Dryker said. “Fizgig, where do you weigh in on this?”

      “I do not like the idea of sending operatives into unknown territory, but it seems we have an opportunity. We should take advantage of it. I will begin formulating a defense plan, while we wait for the Birthplace to finish their work.”

      “What about Alpha Company? Someone needs to rebuild it,” Dryker pointed out. He folded his arms. “You’re the most likely candidate, and there’s a promotion in it for you.”

      “I’m not the right choice, sir,” Nolan protested.

      “Oh?” Dryker raised an eyebrow.

      Nolan nodded down at Burke. “Make Burke do it. He’s got the experience and the skills. And he was in Alpha since day one.”

      “Burke, how do you feel about that?” Dryker asked, sizing Burke up.

      “Sir, I’ll do the job if you need it done.” Burke stated the words simply. Professionally.

      “Then consider yourself promoted, Major Burke. I’ll push through the paperwork, and start getting you the men and material you need. Your entire goal will be to prepare for the Ganog assault. Think you can handle that?”

      “Yes, sir,” Burke replied, confidently. “You give me the men and material, and we’ll give you dead Ganog.” Burke turned to Nuchik. “So what do you say—you want to help me rebuild Alpha?”

      “I’m sorry, Burke,” Nuchik replied, quietly as always. She avoided looking at Burke. “I always thought I was meant to be part of an outfit like Alpha, but after Ganog 7, I realize I’m a lot more valuable helping Nolan.”

      There was a tense moment of silence. Burke clenched a fist, and Nolan was positive he was on the verge of saying something. The major closed his eyes, opening them a second later.

      “I understand.” Burke gave Nuchik a warm smile, and squeezed her shoulder. “Keep him alive, and see if you can make them shower once in a while. Alpha will miss you.”

      Dryker gave an approving smile. He turned to Nolan, clapping him on the shoulder. “Sounds like your plan is a go, son. I can’t say I like it, but I’ll give you what you need. The cruiser is yours. I’d say be careful, but we both know you won’t.”

      “Careful, my ass,” Hannan said. She glared accusingly at Dryker. “Sir, you detonated a titan-class gauss cannon inside your own ship. By all rights you should be dead. You’re the most reckless officer I’ve ever met. Sir.”

      “I can’t argue with you there.” The old man gave a mischievous grin. “Good luck out there. Part of me wishes I could go with you, but I’m too old for that shit anymore. I’m too old for this political shit, too, but I know I’ll never be able to escape that.”

      “We’ll do you proud, sir.” Nolan promised.

      “Nolan,” Fizgig said, dropping her voice and moving a step closer, “if you are going on this fool’s errand, I have a request. Discover Khar’s fate, and if he lives…find a way to bring him home. You know what he means to me, and to my people.”

      “If he’s alive, I’ll get him out. I promise.”
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      Khar stepped warily into the bunker, if that was what the low black structure was. It had no windows, though many of the other ramshackle buildings lacked them as well. That was probably a wise security feature, as these appeared to be lawless slums.

      His eyes adjusted quickly, points of interest popping up in his HUD as he scanned the room. A small pyramid on a workbench appeared to be a power source. The flickering lamp hanging from the central ceiling was harnessing some sort of chemical reaction, and the analysis suggested it burned some sort of guano.

      A narrow bed rested against one wall, and a small, metal dresser had been lovingly crafted next to it. Whoever had built this place had time and skill, though clearly they lacked the proper materials.

      Shouts came from outside, in an unfamiliar language. Khar’s language processors started to work on the syntax, but he’d need a lot more to work with before he could understand what they were saying. He still had the Fox P2 gene enhancement, even in his current form. But they didn’t, so he was forced to rely on technology.

      Khar risked a glance through the doorway, then ducked back inside before he was spotted. Three sky cycles were hovering over the area, moving slowly over the buildings. Their riders were clearly scanning for someone, and it wasn’t much of a stretch to guess they were after him. Given the explosion of his mech, and the confusion around the crash, it was unlikely they knew for certain he was alive. Hopefully, they were just being thorough.

      He willed his body to shut down all unnecessary functions, reducing his heat signature. His reactor was well-shielded enough that he doubted their scans could pick it up, so hopefully if they could scan for thermal they’d assume he was just the ambient heat of the lamp.

      The low whirring of the bikes came closer, pausing directly over the bunker. Khar remained motionless, waiting. Part of him longed to charge out and attack. His particle pistol would be devastatingly effective at close range, and with the element of surprise he might be able to overcome all three.

      But Fizgig’s low voice echoed through his mind, reminding him that the best predators all possessed the same advantage: patience. She could sit for hours, perfectly motionless, while waiting for prey to make a mistake. He must be the same if he wished to survive this.

      The cycles whirred more loudly, then the sound faded as they zoomed away. Voices returned outside, the local denizens probably emerging from their hovels now that they felt it was safe. Khar didn’t dare risk doing the same—not yet, anyway. He needed time to plan and think, but doing that in someone’s home wasn’t feasible. He needed a hiding place.

      A burst of unintelligible gibberish came from a voice behind him. Khar whirled to face the doorway, his pistol all but leaping into his hand.

      The alien’s already large eyes, magnified by a pair of thick lenses, widened in alarm. It raised short, stubby arms in a placating gesture, then let loose another torrent of squeaks and whistles.

      The creature only came to Khar’s waist, and had a thick, squat body. It wore a full environmental suit which appeared to be filled with some sort of bluish fluid.

      Khar twitched the barrel of his pistol, gesturing toward the bed. The alien seemed to understand, waddling over to sit heavily on the bed. Khar examined the doorway, then realized that the door was simply a large piece of sludge-covered metal. He holstered his pistol, then heaved the door into place, sealing them in the room.

      The alien was still sitting placidly on the bed, blinking curiously at him. Khar checked the chronometer in the corner of his HUD. It had been two minutes since the creature had entered. Depending on its biology, that might be enough time.

      “Can you understand me?” Khar finally asked. He tried to make the words non-threatening, as he needed this creature coherent.

      “Yes,” the creature hooted. The sounds weren’t coming from the mouth. They originated from a set of speakers somewhere in the suit. “You are in my home. I have nothing, yet you stay. I do not recognize your species, but if you are a predator there are better sources of food. So I have to wonder—why have you come here?”

      Khar leaned against the door, considering. How much to reveal? “You say this is your home. What is it you do on this ship? And what is your name?”

      “Mmm, I am a labor-slave for our glorious clan leader, Takkar,” the alien said. The word “glorious” bled contempt. “My name is Halut. I can see from the way you are appraising my suit that you are unfamiliar with my species. We are the Whalorian. Mmm, how are you called, stranger?”

      “My name is Khar,” he rumbled. His battery ticked down to 45 percent, entering the yellow zone. “My race is called the Tigris.”

      “You are one of the aliens that the clan leader engaged on Ganog 7.” The Whalorian leaned closer, peering at Khar through those thick lenses. “Mmm, I see, I see. You are not a flesh-and-blood creature, are you? You are synthetic.”

      “Yes,” Khar said, though he didn’t say to which question. It was true for both. “I need to return to my people. You have no love for this ‘clan leader’. Will you help me?”

      The Whalorian leaned back against the bed, hooting to itself as it pondered the question. “Mmm, that is a very interesting question. You asked what I did on this ship. Only the techsmiths are allowed to repair the great engines, but the labor-slaves have been given charge of the conduits that bring energy to all parts of the ship. Mmm, I repair these conduits.”

      “Okay.” Khar wasn’t sure he was tracking all the words that weren’t fully translated, but he thought he was piecing together their social structure. “You must know the ship pretty well. I need to get back to Ganog 7. Is there somewhere on the ship I can do that? A warp room or something?”

      “Mmm, not that we can reach. Labor-slaves are not allowed on the upper islands, and even if we could get there, we’d need to convince a techsmith to activate the warp portal.” The Whalorian hopped from the bed. Khar tensed instinctively, but the Whalorian waved him off. “No need to inflict pain. I am merely pacing. It helps me to think. Mmm, I wish my wife were here. She has a much better mind, you see. She would be able to construct a device to do what you ask. I cannot, however.”

      “Then what do you suggest I do?” Khar asked. He tried to harness the patience Fizgig prattled about, but it was difficult not to take his ire out on this alien.

      “I have a solution.” Halut raised his little arms triumphantly. “Mmm, we can take you to the shuttle bay in the base of the ship. We have just arrived at Imperalis and many ships will come and go. They will offload tribute, and take on supplies. If we can get you onto one of those shuttles, you can make your way down to the planet.”

      “And I can find a way to warp home from there?” Khar asked.

      “Yes, yes!” Halut said, hopping back and forth. “The spire has many warp facilities. All you’d need to do is find one. They will transport you to any destination, if you simply supply the coordinates.”

      “Is there a cost for this service?” Khar suspected there must be, because this all sounded a little too easy.

      “Mmm, I’m afraid so. Labor-slaves are not given money, so I cannot help you. You will have to find a way to pay for the warp.” Halut waddled slowly toward Khar, patting his arm in what Khar assumed was supposed to be a comforting gesture. “There are many ways to earn credits in the capital. I can get you as far as the transports, but from there you must make your own way.”

      “Thank you, Halut.” Khar patted him back, trying to mirror the gesture.

      It was a tenuous plan, but at least he was doing something instead of waiting to be caught. If he could reach this Imperalis, he might be able to gain valuable intelligence.

      Assuming he survived, that intel might change the course of the war.
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      Khar hefted an armful of black metal crates, carrying them from the pile at the end of the dock to the waiting transport. Both the transport and the dock were rusty and ill-repaired, an utter lack of maintenance that would have sent Fizgig into one of her legendary rages.

      Even Khar found it abhorrent. Their technology was impressive, but their lack of discipline was appalling. There was no way a stranger could have entered a Coalition space dock and approached a ship. All Khar had done was walk up like the other labor-slaves, and the hard-eyed elites on the island above ignored him completely.

      He hadn’t even done much to disguise himself, beyond coating his armor in the grimy soil that covered the deck around Halut’s home. If wearing his helmet was unusual, no one seemed to mind. Only a few other labor-slaves covered their heads, but thus far no one had given him a second glance.

      Khar carried the crates up the ramp into the transport. This would be the tricky part. He carried the crates to the back of the ship, looking for a place to hide. Smuggling to the surface on a Coalition ship would be extremely difficult, if not impossible. Doing it here might be easier, especially if the guards didn’t do an inspection before take off.

      He walked to the rear of the ship, depositing his crates next to several other piles. Low voices came from behind the crates, and Khar leaned up on his toes to glance over the stack. Three aliens were playing some sort of game involving dice. One of them glanced up at Khar.

      “You want in?” the creature growled. It looked like the other lizard-aliens Khar had seen, save that its scales were blue.

      “Nah,” Khar replied in what Halut called Ganog Common. He’d been around the Whalorian long enough for his translation unit to map the language. “I’d love to watch, though, if that’s okay.”

      “Just don’t crowd me,” the Saurian growled, turning back to his dice. He gave a low hiss when they stopped rolling. One of the other aliens scooped up a small pile of golden chits.

      Khar stepped around the pile of crates, dropping to a squat. He wasn’t all that interested in the game, but the fact that it was taking place at all was important. These people had battered and grimy armor, just like him. They seemed unconcerned about discovery, and he had the sense that this was routine. They’d taken many such shuttle rides.

      More labor-slaves carried boxes into the room, creating a wall of crates that gradually obscured them. That suggested that what they were doing was probably illegal, or that they didn’t want to be discovered at least. Yet they didn’t take any special precautions.

      The final row of crates was loaded, and the ramp retracted up into the ship. The Saurians continued to gamble, more of the little golden chits changing hands. Khar eyed the currency carefully, scanning it into his data archives. He’d need to understand how it worked, and how to acquire enough to pay for a warp back to Ganog 7.

      A deep thrum rolled through the ship, stuttering for a moment, then returning at full strength. The gamblers didn’t seem concerned, so Khar tried to relax. The ship lifted off, but he could see nothing of their surroundings. That set his fur on end, an impressive replication of the emotion he’d have experienced before gaining a synthetic body.

      He wished he could somehow watch the approach to the planet below, but there was simply no option to do so. Khar had no choice but to wait, so he focused on the gambling. It used four dice, each with ten sides. The sigils didn’t correspond to numbers, and it took a few moments for his processor to translate. They were constellations. Star charts.

      “Imperalis!” the Saurian roared. He bent forward, scooping up a large pile of chits.

      Halut had explained that Imperalis was the capital, the world he was about to arrive on. He rose from a crouch, leaning against the wall. The transport descended sharply, and the wall began to shake. He recognized the vibration, and had experienced far worse when stationed on his first Tigris corvette. This was merely planetary re-entry. They’d be arriving very soon.

      The shuddering stopped, and the motion became smooth again. Khar’s stomach lurched when they descended suddenly, then all motion ceased. They’d stopped.

      The blue-scaled Saurian scooped up his dice, dropping them into a worn pouch attached to his belt. All four gamblers rose as one, their nervousness evident. They peered between the crates, ready to run.

      Khar eyed his reactor, still at 45 percent. Hopefully he didn’t need to use much power to escape this vessel. He could trickle charge it with sunlight, but that would require him to be stationary for a prolonged period of time.

      The ramp began to descend, letting in harsh purple sunlight. Khar’s eyes adjusted instantly, focusing on the two aliens advancing up the ramp. Both snapped rifles to their shoulders.

      “Scamps,” one of them growled. He turned to his companion. “What do you want to do?”

      “Give thanks, ka’tok,” the second one boomed. “Today, you have avoided the gaze of the Nameless Ones. Instead of tossing you from the spire to pay for this transgression, I’m going to pretend I didn’t see you. In exchange, these crates are going to unload themselves.”

      The gamblers relaxed. They threaded through the crates, moving with purpose to begin the unloading. Khar fell into line, working diligently to unload the ship. The guards moved off by themselves, ignoring the work. That afforded Khar the opportunity to study his surroundings.

      The world around him was majestic, immense. He was at the heart of a massive city. It stretched down the slopes of a giant mountain, the sprawl covering the land all the way to the horizon. The buildings were nearly all comprised of fluted white spires, and Khar imagined that the one he stood upon must be the largest.

      The sky was a deep purple, streaked through with two bands. The first was a narrow ring of purple, bleeding into the sky around it. The second was blue-white, cutting through the sky at a much different angle. Ships of all shapes and sizes rose from the city around him, joining their brethren in high orbit.

      The size and scope of this place was…humbling. Before the Void Wraith had come, the Tigris had been the most numerous race, eclipsing the upstart humans. The Primo were a faded race, inhabiting only a few dozen worlds. But the Tigris? They’d created true wonders, especially on Tigrana.

      Yet all of it paled to the splendor of this world. It filled him with dread. If these Ganog controlled such a place, how would the Coalition stop them?
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      Nolan ducked into the cruiser’s cockpit, giving a friendly nod to the Saurian copilot. The Saurian didn’t respond. It stared at Nolan with those flat, reptilian eyes, until it turned back to the console. He still had no idea what the Saurian’s name was. In fact, Sissus was the only Saurian he could recognize on sight.

      “What is it, human?” Sissus growled, without turning to face him. He was in the pilot’s seat, staring at the approaching planet filling the view screen. His azure scales glittered under the dim lights above, made iridescent by the light.

      “Have we been hailed yet?” Nolan asked. He stepped into the cabin, leaving the door open.

      “No, but that is hardly surprising. The Azi are a dying clan. They lack the strength to regulate off-world traffic. They can barely even collect tribute.” Sissus’s voice was thick with scorn, even more than usual.

      “Careful with your tone, Saurian.” T’kon muscled his way onto the bridge, looming behind Sissus. “My clan yet lives, and we have come to restore them to greatness. If you enjoy the rise and fall of your chest, and would like to see it continue, I’d suggest you become invested in our successful return to power.”

      “I do not follow you, Ganog. I am a slave no longer.” Sissus turned his chair to face T’kon. “This vessel is mine, not yours. The Coalition gave it to me.”

      “I’m not threatening the vessel. I’m threatening you.” T’kon’s fur darkened to a deep red.

      Sissus shrank back in his chair, then turned to Nolan. “Captain, reason with this brute. I must tend to our survival. Even the atmosphere of the Azi home world is treacherous.”

      Nolan saw immediately what the Saurian meant. Flashes rippled through the planet’s atmosphere, like lightning but on a more massive scale. Each bolt left a pink explosion in its wake.

      “Fly the ship, Saurian,” T’kon growled. He turned to Nolan, his fur softening to a lighter red. “Sissus speaks the truth. Entering this world’s atmosphere is not without dangers. The explosions you’re seeing are caused by pherozene gas. It’s highly volatile, and interacts…violently with electricity.”

      “So our stealth tech will set it off.” Nolan heaved a sigh. “So will our particle cannon, in all likelihood.”

      “True enough,” T’kon allowed. “That is why I recommend circumnavigating the storm.”

      “Which I am doing,” Sissus snapped.

      The shuttle zoomed lower, circling a storm that covered the better part of the western continent. The cruiser began to shake violently as they descended. Nolan braced himself against the wall, “I already miss the Peregrine. Let’s hope this rust bucket holds together.”

      “This rust bucket,” Sissus growled, “is both my home and the home of my clutch.”

      “Sorry, Sissus. I meant no disrespect. Why don’t T’kon and I give your people some space?” Nolan backed out of the cockpit.

      Sissus gave a mollified hiss, so Nolan turned and moved up the corridor toward the cargo bay.

      He slowed long enough for T’kon to catch up. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to antagonize the captain? He was given control of the ship.”

      “We could take back that control at any time, and Sissus is well aware of that fact. He watched you kill Krekon. He understands that his people have no chance in battle.” T’kon fell into step with Nolan as they approached the cargo bay. “Fear is the most effective motivator, and something Sissus has been bred to respond to.”

      “He saw me kill Krekon in a mech. Outside a mech is a whole different story, and sooner or later he’ll figure that out. My world has a philosopher you’d like, guy by the name of Machiavelli. The ends sometimes justify the means, but intimidation isn’t always the right tactic. Sissus could be in a position to save our asses in the near future. What if he and his people decide to leave with the ship while we’re out meeting with your clan?”

      T’kon looked troubled. His fur brightened to a shade of blue. “Perhaps there is merit to your words, yet it goes against our ways. Ganog are the rightful masters of our empire. We conquered the Saurians, because they are weak. Treating them as equals, it feels…inaccurate.”

      “Every species has its own merits,” Nolan countered. “The Primo considered both humans and Tigris primitive—and in a lot of ways they were right—but in the end they needed our help to beat the Void Wraith and their Gorthian masters. The Saurians are risking their lives, just like we are. I think that entitles them to my respect.”

      They’d entered the cargo bay, where Hannan was prepping the rest of the squad. Burke was helping Annie into her armor, while Nuchik checked the action on her new particle rifle.

      Hannan turned to the rest of the squad. “Captain on deck.”

      They snapped to attention, pivoting to face him.

      Nolan saluted. “At ease.”

      He wasn’t a fan of the formality, but Nuchik thrived on it. Hannan seemed to enjoy it as well, though for different reasons. She liked giving Nuchik orders, especially now that the scarlet-haired sniper snapped to when Hannan barked.

      “Escort mission, sir?” Hannan asked.

      “Not yet. T’kon is going to contact his man at a local restaurant. If it checks out, we’ll probably meet up for a face to face. T’kon, give us the word when you’re ready.” Nolan walked over to join the squad, leaving T’kon plenty of room in the corner.

      Presumably, the man wanted privacy. Nolan certainly would have, were their roles reversed.

      “Why is T’kon all ornery?” Annie asked, though she kept her voice low.

      “Takkar’s clan assaulted this world,” Nolan explained in low tones. “From what I gather, they lost, and his clan has fallen on hard times.”

      “It’s more complex than that, Captain,” T’kon called from the corner. He rose, turning to face the squad. “It will help you all to understand why we are here, and what I hope to achieve. Captain, do I have your leave to explain?”

      “Of course, T’kon.” Nolan nodded his ascent.

      “It is true that the Azi lost a great battle with the Vkash. Takkar disabled our only planetstrider, and when the storm to the south clears you will see it still standing there. We still possess our dreadnoughts, but one suffered significant damage in the battle for our world. We pushed them back, but they broke the back of our military. The empress has refused to repair our ships, something only she can do.” T’kon’s voice was pained, and his fur shifted to an oily purple, roiling and changing as he spoke. “I was the commander that day—leadership caste, our highest. After I lost that battle, I was banished to the warrior caste. The Azi clan would not have me, so I was forced to become a hunter. That is what led me to Ganog 7, where I hoped to injure Takkar.”

      “Ah,” Annie said, nodding knowingly, “that explains why you got such a hard-on for Takkar.” She spit a gob of black into the bucket near the foot of her mech.

      Hannan’s eyes had gone cold. “We’ll get payback. I can promise you that. We have different reasons to hate that bastard, but the end is the same. Dead. Whatever it takes.”

      “Your fervor is reassuring, Lieutenant.” T’kon nodded gratefully in her direction, his fur finally stopping at a soft brown. His nostrils flared, and he rose to his full height. “We are here to see if I can reclaim my position. I offer the means to repair our planetstrider, a gift of incalculable worth.”

      “You’re talking about the core we gave you.” Lena’s eyes widened and she gave a toothy smile. “You want to revive the strider. How extensive is the damage? I’d be eager to see how the striders are made. I mean, if you want a little assistance. I don’t mean to intrude on your work.”

      “Lena, you are what we’d call a techsmith.” T’kon approached the Tigris scientist, giving a low bow. “We consider your kind the holy servants of the seekers. You are sacred—and even if you were not, you are useful. My people could never repair this strider, yet I suspect you could accomplish it with ease.”

      Nolan’s respect for the Ganog continued to rise. “I appreciate you explaining the situation, T’kon.”

      “If I had not, there would have been a risk of confusion or animosity. The squad has already helped me inflict incalculable damage on Takkar. You killed Krekon, Nolan. I will never be able to repay that. Yet still, you help me further. The least I can do is convey what it is I ask you to fight for.”
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      T’kon took deep, even breaths through his lower nostrils. His fur was a soft chestnut brown, its natural state. He kept tight reign on his emotions, bracing himself for the meeting.

      “That cave over there leads to the grotto. It’s a place for dining and relaxation, but there is a great deal of etiquette surrounding such activities. Captain, would you be willing to ask the rest of your squad to wait here while we dine?” T’kon asked. The captain had been more than accommodating, and he was reluctant to ask yet another favor.

      “I don’t like it, but I suppose it’s workable. Hannan, set up the squad half a click back up the road,” Nolan ordered.

      “Nuchik, find yourself a perch,” Hannan ordered, already striding briskly back the way they’d come. “Annie and I will take up firing positions on either side of the road.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” T’kon murmured. “I understand you have little reason to trust me. I wear the same face as your enemy, after all.” He’d dropped his voice, and now walked slowly toward the wide slash in the mountain.

      “This is your show, T’kon. I’m willing to bend where I have to. You’re right that I don’t trust you, at least not fully. Trust comes from understanding—and the more I learn about who you are and where you come from, the more I’ll trust you. So I guess this is the best way, really.”

      T’kon strode into the cave mouth, forcing even breaths. It had been two years since he’d walked these halls. The hallway grew wider, finally spilling them into the grotto. Wide grey stone curved around azure pools. The water trickled through the open wall, then over a cliff on the south side of the room.

      “My god, that view is incredible.” Nolan walked toward the gap, pausing near the cliff.

      “It is magnificent.” T’kon gave a low chuckle. “It’s called the Gap of Sho’rive, so named by our ancestors when they first discovered this place.”

      T’kon took a moment to enjoy the view as well. The gap overlooked a waterfall that spilled into the bluest lake any world had ever boasted. Beyond that lake lay the holdings of the Azi clan, tak orchards covering the rows of hills.

      “T’kon, I did not believe it. Not until I laid eyes on you myself.”

      The voice was familiar, and T’kon turned slowly to face a man he’d never thought to see again. Fek was flanked by his attendants, both Saurians wearing the traditional jet black armor that marked them as sho’ka. He eyed T’kon curiously.

      “You are no fool, T’kon. You know what returning to this world means for you. Yet I will not press you about your reasons. Have you eaten?”

      “No, my friend.” T’kon gestured at Nolan. “This is Nolan, a human.”

      “I’m not familiar with the species.” Fek gave Nolan an appraising look. “He is armed, but doesn’t look like a terribly effective body guard. Do you use him to scout?”

      “He killed Krekon.”

      Fek’s jaw worked, and his fur shifted to scarlet, then lightened to a warm orange. “He is an ally, then, I see. Welcome, Nolan. I am Fek of the Azi, and you are safe here. Please, remove your boots and enter the house of Fek. We will feast and drink to the death of the defiler.”

      T’kon removed his boots, then his gauntlets. He placed the gauntlets inside the boots, then pushed them against the wall in one of the empty spots between two other sets of boots. The floor was warm against the soles of his feet, and drew a contented sigh from him.

      “Come, please,” Fek offered. He walked with Nolan, letting T’kon trail behind. Such a move accorded Nolan much honor, while simultaneously snubbing T’kon. Since T’kon was a wo’kur now, he expected no less. He was clanless; what right did he have to stand beside Fek?

      Fek led them to a private dining balcony covered by a fagu-hide pavilion. The ground was clear stone, giving the feeling of dining in midair. It was Fek’s most expensive table, and denizens from lower tables gave them surprised looks.

      “Fetch the best tak wine, and a full order of brous ribs.” Fek waved at his attendants, and both departed swiftly. He waited until they were gone before speaking again. “We are alone now. Unfortunately, our meeting must be brief. I risk much being seen with you, but I do so because I believe you wouldn’t return here simply to die. Tell me my faith is not misplaced, that you do not seek the gaze of the Nameless Ones.”

      “I have come to earn a place in the clan,” T’kon began simply. He reached into his pack, removing the tritanium box that President Dryker had presented to him, and opened it to show Fek the contents. “This is no mere trinket to dazzle a techsmith. You are looking at a true core, one powerful enough to resurrect a planetstrider.”

      “By their unholy gaze,” Fek whispered. He ran two furry fingers along the cube, then looked up sharply at T’kon. “Returning is still madness, but almost I could understand the risk. This is the one thing—the only thing—that might grant you a station in the clan again. But I must warn you to temper your expectations, T’kon. Things are not as they were when you left.”

      T’kon tried to suppress his disappointment, his fear, and his anger. He failed; his fur revealed the truth of things. “Tell me.”

      “Ro’kan has taken over, brutally purging warriors once loyal to you. His strength grows daily, mostly because he has the support of the seekers. He and Oako speak with one mind, and the warriors are listening. Yet that is not the worst of it.” Fek stretched out a hand, resting it on T’kon’s forearm. “Jehanna has spoken the words. She and Clan Leader are in union.”

      T’kon dropped his eyes in shame, his fur paling to ashen grey.

      “What does that mean, T’kon?” Nolan asked.

      “It means,” T’kon managed, just barely, “that my wife has married a man who swore to kill me if he ever saw me again.”
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      Khar followed the blue-scaled Saurian as they left the space dock. The guards hadn’t paid them any further mind, and he relaxed slightly as the dock receded in the distance. The Saurian wove through the crowd ahead, his destination clear.

      A large, round building stood across the street. It was ringed by a wire fence, and a stream of patrons flowed through into the yard around the building. Some stood talking in clusters, each drinking from a hollowed-out animal horn. Khar could smell the concoction from here—some sort of fermented fruit. Definitely alcoholic.

      A sign swayed above the doors, with a stylized pictogram emblazoned across it in glowing red letters. The pictogram showed a man standing atop a pile of bodies, his fist thrust into the air triumphantly. Interesting.

      The Saurian headed directly for the door, slipping inside. Khar followed, pretending to allow his eyes to adjust to the sudden dimness while he scanned the crowd.

      There were fifty-seven occupants. The largest concentration was Ganog, followed by Saurian. Most were clustered around the cage dominating the center of the room. It lay at the bottom of several sets of stairs, and rings of stadium seating surrounded it.

      Khar plunged into the crowd, working his way toward the first set of stairs. A fight was beginning, and he kept an eye on it as he found a seat in the back row. A Ganog with tan fur was facing off against an alien that appeared to be made entirely from rock.

      “I don’t like being followed,” came a hiss from behind him. Khar felt the barrel of a pistol press against the back of his neck. “Now, I asked myself why you might be interested in me. The winnings from our game? Perhaps. You seemed quite interested.”

      “I’m not following you,” Khar said, careful not to move. He had no idea what kind of pistol the Saurian was using, and wasn’t eager to find out. “I just happened to come to the same place, is all. I don’t want any trouble. I simply wish to watch the fight.”

      “Take off your helmet.” The barrel pressed harder against Khar’s neck.

      Khar reached up slowly, keying in the sequence to remove the helmet. It popped off with a hiss, and he pulled it away from his face.

      “Turn around so I can look at you,” the Saurian ordered.

      Khar sighed, turning to face the Saurian.

      The creature’s eyes widened. “You’re one of the aliens the clan leader attacked. They’ll pay thousands of credits for you. Maybe more.”

      Khar smashed the Saurian in the face with his helmet. Bone crunched, and the Saurian tripped. He tumbled into the wall behind him, and Khar was on him before he could recover. He punched the Saurian in the gut, using all of his enhanced strength. Bone cracked, and the Saurian sagged to the ground, unconscious and likely suffering from internal bleeding.

      Khar glanced up, scanning the crowd for a reaction. A few people gave him curious glances, but no one seemed terribly interested. Rough crowd—though, given what they were here to watch, maybe that wasn’t surprising. Khar bent to the Saurian, picking up the pistol. He studied it for a moment and discovered that it didn’t have a safety. He slid it into his pack.

      Then he rifled through the Saurian’s jacket, withdrawing a clinking brown bag. He pulled back the drawstring, confirming that it contained currency from the game they’d played on the transport. He tucked that in his pack as well, then began moving away from the Saurian, pulling his helmet back on as he made for the door.

      “Hold a moment, friend,” came a pleasant voice from behind.

      Khar froze, turning slowly to face the speaker.

      The Ganog towered over Khar, grinning down at him. His lower nostrils were closed, and his fur was currently a warm orange-yellow. “I saw what you did to that Saurian.”

      “The disagreement was between the Saurian and me.” Khar said, turning to leave.

      “I also saw what you looked like without a helmet,” the Ganog added.

      Khar paused.

      “Yes, I thought that might get your attention.”

      “What do you want from me?” Khar rested a hand on his particle pistol, readying himself to fight.

      “I’ve got a proposition for you, one that will make us both a pile of credits.”

      Khar finally turned back to the Ganog. “Explain.”

      “I can get you a spot in the arena. You’re an unknown, and I don’t think anyone else saw how fast you moved. They’ll underestimate you. We bet every chit we’ve got that you’re going to win, and then we split the money. With that kind of money, I might just forget what I saw under that armor.” The Ganog gave him a slow, predatory smile.

      “I could simply kill you.” Khar already knew he wasn’t going to do so, but hopefully the Ganog didn’t.

      “That wouldn’t be very profitable. In fact, it might get you fined. Or even imprisoned. There’s no reason not to work with me. We both win.”

      “What’s your name?” Khar asked.

      “Bik. How about you, stranger?” Bik asked.

      Khar considered his answer carefully. There was no reason to lie. No one here knew anything about the Tigris. “I am Khar of Pride Leonis.”

      “Well Khar of Pride Leonis, I’m going to go speak to the pit lord about getting you into the next match. Uh, before I do, I don’t suppose you have any chits? The entry fee isn’t cheap.”

      Khar reached reluctantly into his pack, handing the Saurian’s pouch over.

      “Hmm,” Bik murmured, checking the contents. “It isn’t much, but it will cover the entry fee. I’ll use the rest to make bets. Why don’t you just sit back and relax, in the meantime? Maybe have a horn of nectar?”

      “All right.” Khar nodded, returning to his seat in the back row of the little stadium. If he was going to be fighting in that cage, he wanted time to study his opponents.

      Two Saurians were dragging out the rock alien, who was either unconscious or dead. The Ganog raised both arms triumphantly, roared at the crowd.

      Khar smiled. Maybe these Ganog had a bit of Tigris in them. They seemed to value combat, at least. It was a welcome change from working with humanity, who had all these rules about where and when you could kill an opponent. Duels were outlawed. How unthinkably barbaric.

      A red-scaled Saurian with a pair of crackling shock batons was led into the cage. He pointed one of the batons at the Ganog, yelling something that was swallowed by the surge of the crowd. The Ganog clearly objected, his fur going red-black.

      The Ganog bull rushed the smaller Saurian, slashing at him with a vibro-sword. The Saurian melted back, dodging several wild strikes. The Ganog chased him slowly around the cage, slashing with too much force and not enough control. He was impressively strong, but Khar already knew who was going to win the fight.

      The Saurian expended very little energy, only occasionally using a shock baton to knock the Ganog’s sword away. The Ganog, on the other hand, was heaving like a bellows. All four of his nostrils were flared, and his eyes had gone wild. He rushed the Saurian again, and the Saurian finally counterattacked.

      He dropped low, slamming the first baton into the Ganog’s shin. The second came up between the legs, crunching into the Ganog’s groin. Electricity crackled up and down the batons, surging into the Ganog. His body went rigid, but the Ganog broke loose with a roar. He staggered backwards, keeping his sword up defensively.

      The Saurian followed up quickly, launching a flurry of quick blows. The Ganog blocked most of them, but several slipped through. Each shock slowed the Ganog, until the final blow dropped him to the dirty floor. The Saurian slapped his batons against the Ganog’s temples, and the Ganog thrashed wildly for several seconds before going limp.

      The crowd went wild.

      “Great news,” Bik said, rushing up to Khar. “You’re next. You’ll be fighting the Saurian.”
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      Khar rolled his neck, then his arms. He hopped back and forth, performing a routine he’d perfected over two decades of training. Stretching was no longer necessary, now that his body was synthetic—but the routine focused him, prepared him to face an opponent.

      Across the ring, the Saurian paced back and forth, occasionally offering an experimental whirl with one of his shock batons.

      “Remember, Khar,” Bik called through the cage. “You can use anything to win. Anything. No rules, friend.”

      “Good to know,” Khar called back. He grinned savagely at his opponent. Thus far, everything he’d been told was in keeping with Tigris tradition. Kill your opponent using any means possible.

      A warbling buzzer sounded, and the Saurian glided forward. His red scales had an oily sheen, and Khar was fairly certain that wasn’t accidental. He’d covered himself with something, probably to make it difficult to grapple with him. He knew Khar was larger, making a contest of strength unwinnable.

      “After I beat you senseless,” the Saurian hissed, darting just out of reach, “I will take off that helmet, I think. I will show your face to the crowd, and then I will eat my fill of your flesh.”

      Khar calmly maintained his stance, his combat cameras recording every move the Saurian made. Metrics scrolled by on the bottom left of his vision. The Saurian was definitely fast, almost faster than Khar.

      Almost.

      “Then stop dancing over there, and come beat me, little lizard.” Khar extended his arms, turning in a slow circle. He faced the crowd, urging them into a ragged cheer.

      As he’d expected, the Saurian waited until his back was turned before launching his strike. His sensors detected the movement in the air, and the slight change in ambient temperature. He pivoted, jerking his wrist. A crackling blue blade shot from the housing on his wrist, twelve inches of pure plasma. He brought it up smoothly, knocking away the Saurian’s shock baton.

      The Saurian swung with his other baton, bringing it down in a strike at Khar’s knee. Khar leapt backward, narrowly dodging the attack. The Saurian took the opportunity to disengage, dancing back to the far side of the cage.

      “What kind of weapon is that, corpse? I think I will enjoy using it, after I pry it from your lifeless hand.” The Saurian darted forward suddenly, bounding up into the air. He came down on Khar, launching a vicious kick. The blow caught Khar in the side, causing his diaphragm to contract.

      If he’d been flesh and blood, that would have knocked the wind out of him. He’d have been vulnerable to a killing blow. But Khar had no need for the breath the Saurian had knocked away.

      He lunged, slamming his helmet into the Saurian’s face. Bone broke, and the Saurian tumbled back, a mass of purplish blood streaming down his face. The Saurian extended a forked tongue, lapping at his own blood. His right arm came up low, aiming a shock baton at Khar’s side.

      The left arm was moving too, coming down on Khar’s shoulder. Khar only had a split second to decide; he could not stop both.

      He swung the dagger upward, knocking away the blow to his shoulder.

      The other shock baton slammed into his side, and waves of electricity shot through him. His entire HUD flared red, half a dozen warnings scrolling past. Khar ignored them, reversing the parry he’d used to knock away the other baton. He rammed his blade forward, punching it through the Saurian’s throat. The blade hummed more loudly, flaring as it punched out the back of the Saurian’s neck.

      Khar stumbled away from his opponent, allowing the Saurian to topple as he sought his balance. Some of the warnings cleared, but his left ribs were still flagged yellow. It would take several hours for the nanochrons to complete repairs.

      A roar rolled through the crowd, cheers and screams echoing from all directions. Bik darted through the cage opening and, seizing Khar’s hand, thrust it into the air.

      “Khar!” Bik roared.

      The crowd repeated it, then began chanting Khar, Khar, Khar.

      “How ample are our winnings?” Khar yelled into Bik’s ear.

      “About five hundred credits, so your share is two-fifty. I’ll go collect.” He started for the cage door, but Khar seized his wrist.

      “Wait.” He forced Bik around to face him. “I need the money for something specific. There’s a warp portal in the spire, right?”

      “Yeah,” Bik allowed, looking confused. “Why do you ask?”

      “I need a warp to Ganog 7,” Khar explained. “How much is that going to cost me?”

      “Well, people from down below don’t normally need to warp off-world. It’s expensive. Probably five or six thousand credits?” Bik shrugged. “Listen, I can line up more fights. We can have the funds you need in a ten-day—two at the most.”

      “That’s not soon enough.” Khar’s released the Ganog. “Can it be done faster?”

      “Maybe,” Bik mused. “I could try arranging a spire fight. Given that you took out Krissos, that might be enough to get you into the tourney going on tonight. You want me to try to get you in? There’s a much bigger purse.”

      “Do it,” Khar ordered. He extinguished his plasma blade, and moved to collect the shock batons. They could be useful.
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      Khar stepped off the strange transport disk that had carried them up to the tallest spire. It had deposited them a little over halfway up, at what appeared to be a busy starport. Multiple tunnels led inside the spire, and there was a steady flow of people. The ships themselves all docked outside the spire, which made a certain kind of tactical sense.

      “Now, just remember,” Bik instructed, hopping down next to Khar. “Keep your eyes down. Say nothing.”

      “I’m wearing a helmet,” Khar pointed out. “They can’t see my eyes.”

      They joined the back of a small crowd waiting to pass through a wide arch in the ivory spire. The arch was covered in strange glyphs—the kind that would have sent Lena into a lecture about ancient this or that—but Khar was more interested in the people making up the line.

      Every last one was armed, though what they wielded varied from person to person. Some carried thick swords—others axes or clubs. A few had pistols, but nothing heavier than a small sidearm. Most people seemed to opt for melee weapons, which gave him his first clue about whatever this spire fight entailed. It was probably in tight quarters.

      “Once we’re inside, you are on your own. You will step onto an island, and it will carry you to the fight. You and your opponent will arrive at the same time. Attack immediately, and do whatever you can to finish them. If you survive, a platform will carry you to the next opponent.” Bik had already explained this three or four times.

      “You’ve prepared me well, Bik. Assuming I survive, I will split my winnings with you. As agreed.” Khar offered the Ganog his hand.

      The Ganog looked at it for a moment, then fist-bumped him. Khar shrugged, and mimicked the gesture.

      “May you avoid the gaze of the Nameless Ones, friend Khar,” Bik said. He turned from Khar as Khar neared the doorway.

      Khar continued to the doorway, but froze when the runes surged with brightness. The alien ahead of him, an orange-scaled Saurian, was bathed in crackling green energy. A split second later her body disintegrated, dissolving into the air around her.

      “Uh, Bik?” Khar called over his shoulder.

      “It’s nothing to worry about. You are expected. You should be fine.”

      Khar wasn’t as certain, but he forced himself to step under the arch. He held his breath, only releasing it when he was on the other side.

      He emerged into a hollow structure filled with floating islands. He stood upon a narrow ring against the wall, and a number of ivory transport disks floated near the edge.

      Khar peered over the edge, which disappeared out of sight, thousands of feet below. The entire spire was sprinkled with clusters of islands, each set at a different elevation. Cool wind rushed down from above, carrying the low hum of a foreign city. He had no idea how many people lived on the islands, but he guessed thousands—or even tens of thousands—on the larger ones.

      The other gladiators were stepping onto the ivory disks, which carried them to the cluster of islands above. Khar stepped onto an empty one, staring up as the disk carried him aloft. He zoomed around to the right, rising two hundred and seventy meters before the disk slowed.

      It hovered just beneath a medium-sized island, which his HUD informed him was twenty-two meters across. A moment later a second disk zoomed up, just a few meters away. A Ganog in ceremonial, white garments sat in a lotus position atop the disk, eyes closed.

      Khar studied him, trying to glean anything about the man. His calm was enviable, his fur a light, comfortable tan. All four nostrils were open, slowly inhaling deep breaths. He didn’t at all resemble the hulking berserkers that had chased Khar back inside the dreadnought.

      Khar caught movement below, and realized that there were many islands, each with its own arena bout. The audience floated on their own islands, drifting from one fight to another. The cluster was centered around a fight thirty meters below, and Khar guessed that his combat would be next.

      The disk whizzed up, circling the island they’d been sheltering beneath. It had the same sloped, ivory surface as the disk he stood on, but gravel had been spread across the disk. A single misstep would send him tumbling over the edge. Another gust of wind rushed down from above, knocking a few of the stones from the island.  They disappeared into the distance, quickly falling out of sight.

      The robed Ganog moved into view opposite Khar, and both their disks stopped. They hovered an easy leap away from the island where their combat was to take place. The Ganog studied Khar, watching him impassively. He had yet to rise from his lotus position, so Khar relaxed. Presumably there’d be a signal to tell him when the fight began.

      All around him islands began to rise, as Ganog moved into position over the island. A soft chime played, and Khar’s opponent rose smoothly to his feet.

      Khar leapt from the disk, landing lightly in a clear patch between pebbles. His opponent did the same, and they raced toward the center of the island. Khar was forced to dart around a particularly thick area of pebbles, and his opponent seized the advantage.

      The Ganog arrived first, launching an aggressive kick that forced Khar back from the center. Ceding the higher ground was dangerous here, and clearly his opponent knew it. The Ganog moved fluidly, always preventing Khar from moving higher up the disk. He had less than four meters to play with, and beyond that, an endless fall to his death.

      Khar pulled the shock batons from the shoulder holsters he’d taken from the Saurian, leaving the plasma blade as a surprise for later in the fight. He glided forward, launching a blow with the first shock baton. It forced the Ganog back a step, and Khar followed up with a slash from the other baton. That too forced the Ganog back a step, just past the center of the disk.

      The Ganog launched another kick, his foot streaking through the air far more quickly than Khar could track. It slammed into his face, knocking him backward. He tumbled toward the edge of the disk, dropping the shock batons. One tumbled off the side, disappearing out of sight. The other landed a few meters to his left.

      Khar rolled to his feet, weaponless. The blow hadn’t done much damage, but the speed was insane. His sensors clocked it at 120 KPH, three times his own top speed. He circled the edge of the platform, keeping his attention on his opponent as he sought a path to his remaining shock baton.

      The monk, Khar decided that’s what he must be, was patient, every movement economical. He barely moved; instead, he waited for Khar to make a move for his weapon. It was an enviable tactic—and, had Khar been flesh and blood, tiring him out might have worked.

      He checked his power supply. 42 percent.

      Khar charged, reinforcing his muscles with every nanochron he could activate. He ignited his plasma dagger, ramming it into the Ganog’s shoulder. The Ganog knocked the plasma blade away with an ivory bracer, but blood stained his robes red. Khar kneed him in the groin, but the Ganog brought up a knee to block. He head-butted his opponent, catching the Ganog’s broad forehead with his helmet’s crown.

      The blow caught the Ganog by surprise, and he stumbled back. Khar glided forward, launching a leg sweep that his opponent vaulted. Khar pursued, scooping up the shock baton. The Ganog skidded to a stop near the edge of the platform, adopting a defensive stance.

      Khar hurled the shock baton at his opponent’s chest. The Ganog had no choice but to dodge, leaping over the crackling weapon. That left him vulnerable. Mid-air, there was only so much control he could exert over his body.

      Khar darted forward, punching the monk in the chest. The blow launched him backward, out over the abyss.

      The monk fell silently, dropping past dozens of islands as he slowly disappeared. He never once made a sound, and he never broke eye contact with Khar.

      Ragged cheering came from the islands above, and Khar looked up at the audience for the first time. There were several dozen, mostly Ganog. Their clothing was strange. Some wore light, airy garments that were mostly white, though those Ganog on the highest platform seemed to favor purple. Saurian attendants moved among them, offering refreshments as the Ganog chatted.

      The platform zoomed up again, stopping next to Khar’s feet. He stepped atop it, and it carried him into the air again. Above was a much larger platform, over a hundred meters across. Khar was not the only combatant being carried to it. He counted a dozen others, the survivors from the previous battles. Was this some sort of grand melee?

      The disk carried him up to the platform, stopping at the edge. A single Ganog elite stood in the center, a massive axe over his shoulder. Khar’s sensors put the creature at ten point six meters tall, every bit the equal of Khar’s mech.

      He looked around at the other combatants, and all were focused grimly on the elite. “By Tigrana, they expect us to kill that thing.”

      “No, they expect us to die,” called another Ganog monk. He stood several meters away, in an easy combat stance. “We will charge him, and he will kill us. We have been sacrificed to increase his honor among the leadership caste.”

      Khar knew a moment’s rage as he realized that he’d been duped by Bik. The Ganog was probably counting his credits, whatever they’d paid him for supplying Khar.

      None of the other warriors was moving, each eyeing the others. Khar shook his head.

      Cowards.

      He ignited his plasma blade again, stepping forward. All eyes fell on him, and he stared back a challenge. “Are you children? Or are you warriors? Our foe is mighty, but so are we. Let us show him that size is no protection from our blades.”

      Khar roared, the sound echoing across the island. Then he sprinted toward his opponent.
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      Khar roared his defiance, low and deep and powerful. “I. Am. Tigris.”

      The elite pivoted to face Khar, removing the axe from his shoulder harness. He gripped the haft with both hands, sliding a massive foot backwards as he set to receive Khar’s charge.

      Khar leapt into the air, and the axe blade hummed a deadly arc toward his waist. He snapped out his plasma blade, slapping it against the axe. The blow was too weak to alter the axe’s course, but the push launched him out of the path.

      He landed lightly along the haft of the weapon, but only for a moment, then jumped, slashing at the elite’s face. The elite stumbled backward, but not before Khar carved an angry furrow in the creature’s leathery cheek.

      The stench of burnt fur filled the arena, though Khar was thankfully insulated from it.

      “I will end you!” the Elite roared. His arm shot out.

      Khar tried to dive for cover—but not quickly enough. The elite seized him by the leg, raising him into the air. He roared, slamming Khar into the island with incredible force. Khar came down hard, smashing against the metal disk in a spray of sparks. His helmet tumbled away, and his mane spilled out, revealing his true nature.

      Red warnings bloomed in every part of his body, especially the head and the joint connecting his left leg to the waist. Khar was dimly aware of being dropped, his body tumbling limply to the ground.

      Above him, other combatants had engaged the elite. They attacked from all sides, their hesitation gone once one person had been brave enough to draw the elite’s attention. Khar used his left arm to crawl away from the battle, toward the edge of the disk. His power was down to 36 percent, and was dropping quickly as nanocrons consumed power. He altered the repair instructions, focusing only on critical systems.

      Cheers and screams of encouragement came from the islands above. The Ganog nobles were clearly entertained.

      Khar scanned the crowd, seeking a leader. She was not difficult to find. A purple-furred Ganog in a white adept’s robe stood at the edge of the highest island. She was flanked on either side by powerful looking attendants, who themselves were surrounded by clouds of lesser attendants.

      She was beautiful, oddly enough. Khar knew she was alien, yet she wasn’t so very different from a Tigris. She had delicate purple fur, about the same length as Khar’s own. Her body was shaped like a Tigris’s, and had the curves of a warrior. Her lack of a tail was disturbing, though.

      Khar realized she was studying him the same way he was studying her. Then the elite stumbled to Khar’s side of the platform, blocking his view. The elite swung his axe in a wide arc, severing a Saurian in two. The axe continued forward, and the elite adjusted the arc to catch a Ganog just above the shoulder. The headless corpse toppled to the deck near Khar.

      “No,” Khar snarled, climbing back to his feet. His power reserves were down to 22 percent, but the worst of the damage had been repaired.

      Khar circled behind the elite, staying in its blind spot. He took several moments to scan the other combatants, trying to identify anyone of use. The Ganog monk who’d first spoken to Khar was still up. He rolled nimbly away from an axe strike, leaping to safety. The Saurian next to him wasn’t so lucky; the flat side of the axe caught him, launching him off the disk. He screeched, toppling out of view.

      Khar sprang onto the Ganog’s back, digging his claws into a joint in the armor. He flung himself up again, landing on the back of the Ganog’s neck. He buried his plasma blade at the base of the Ganog’s spine, and the Ganog roared. Its fur blackened, and an armored hand shot toward Khar, who rolled backwards off the Ganog’s neck, barely avoiding the grasping fingers.

      The elite whirled, slamming a gigantic knee into Khar’s chest. He was flung backwards, tumbling toward the abyss. Khar plunged his plasma blade into the deck, jerking to a sudden halt half a meter from the edge of the island. The elite started for him, but paused when the monk landed on his shoulder.

      The elite swatted at the monk, but the monk rolled safely away. Khar used the time to climb to his feet, charging the elite again. This thing was strong, but if he kept stabbing it, it would die eventually.

      “Stop.” A clear voice rang out, dropping a veil of silence over every onlooker. The elite snapped his axe into a guard position, darting glances between Khar and the woman who’d spoken.

      Khar risked a glance up, unsurprised that it was the purple-furred Ganog.

      She was staring down at the elite. “You have allowed them to wound you, Kokar.”

      “This? It is less than an arachnis bite,” the elite boasted. “These last two opponents are slippery, but they are no threat to me.” He puffed out his chest, standing to his full height. “Give me leave to slay them, Empress. Please, do not rob me of my honor.”

      “Better that than these warriors rob you of your life. Your father would not thank me for that,” the woman countered. She waved a hand, and a pair of disks descended toward Khar and the surviving monk. “This adept and the strange alien are now my property. Have them cleaned and fed. This ceremony is over.”

      “But, Empress—” Kokar protested.

      “Enough.” The empress glared down at him.

      Khar was certain she was angry, but unlike the other Ganog he’d seen, her fur color didn’t seem affected by her emotions.

      “Kokar, I wished to spare you public humiliation, but you’ve left me no choice. That alien”—she pointed at Khar—“has more courage than you. He is a better warrior than you. His first blow nearly took your eye. His second could have paralyzed you. He went for the kill, both times. If he is able to do so again, there is a real chance you will die. Real enough that I am ending this farce. Your ketira is done, Kokar. They are my property now. Do you wish to dispute that claim?”

      “No, Your Majesty.” Kokar gave a long, deep bow. When he straightened, his eyes were focused on Khar. “These two are your property, and I will not harm them.” The unspoken yet lingered.

      Khar tensed, unsure how to react. He’d just drawn the attention of the enemy ruler. Should he leap to his death to avoid capture? Or take his chances? Khar peered into the abyss, steeling himself.

      The empress waved regally. “Escort them to comfortable quarters. I will summon them at my leisure.”

      Khar froze. He would have direct access to this ruler. The opportunity might arise to slay her.

      If it did, he would take it.
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      Nolan’s hand strayed to his pistol again, and once again he forced it back to his side. He and T’kon walked through a wide corridor, entering the lowest level of a spire that wouldn’t have occasioned much comment back in London or New York. He guessed it stood two hundred stories, though the estimate was rough.

      The inside was hollow, and half a dozen islands floated above. They looked forlorn and small, barely touching the interior of the cavernous spire.

      “Keep moving,” one of the guards growled.

      Nolan and T’kon were flanked by four Ganog elites, each carrying a war staff. Their armor was identical, much more so than the elites Nolan had fought back on Ganog 7. T’kon’s head was held high, his posture rigid as he walked. If he heard the snidely whispered comments, he didn’t show it.

      He said nothing as they were escorted to the middle of the chamber. Several Ganog stood atop a raised dais, about a meter off the ground. Two of the Ganog were dressed in elaborate finery, while the rest wore black robes trimmed with scarlet runes.

      “So it is true, then,” boomed a large Ganog, one of the ones in elaborate finery. He walked to the edge of the dais, glaring down at T’kon. “I gave you your life, yet clearly you do not value it. Why have you returned, T’kon?”

      The Ganog’s fur was dull red. Anger? Annoyance? Nolan was still piecing together exactly how that worked.

      “I will speak plainly, Ro’kan,” T’kon said. “I have come with an ally from a newly discovered empire. This is Nolan, of clan Nolan. He is a member of the Coalition of United Races.”

      “What is that to me, T’kon?” The red in Ro’kan’s fur deepened. “Thanks to you, we are in no position to conquer this…Coalition. So what do I care if they exist, or don’t?”

      “Because they freely offer new technology, Clan Leader. Technology that could restore the Azi to greatness.” T’kon pointed at Nolan. “Show him.”

      Nolan opened the box he’d been carrying, exposing the glowing cube to the entire room. One of the black-robed Ganog rushed to Ro’kan’s side, whispering in his ear.

      Ro’kan’s eyes tightened, and his fur faded to a dark, neutral grey. “My seeker tells me that this object is holy. Yet you claim that this…Coalition, they can manufacture them?” Ro’kan eyed T’kon closely.

      “In great quantity,” Nolan said. He stepped forward, raising the core for all to see. He stared up at the clan leader. “We’re willing to share that technology, to help you get your planetstrider up and running.”

      “Why?” Ro’kan asked, dubiously.

      “Because T’kon tells me that we have a common enemy.” Nolan glanced at T’kon, continuing when the Ganog nodded at him. “If you will help us against the Vkash clan, we will help the Azi take back the worlds you’ve lost to them.”

      “You wish to challenge the Vkash?” Ro’kan laughed uproariously. “I’d forgotten both your temerity and your arrogance, T’kon. A nasty combination, those. Tell me, Nolan of the Coalition: are you making a gift of this holy relic?”

      “I am.” Nolan walked toward the clan leader, pausing when an elite interposed himself. Nolan handed him the box, then stepped back to join T’kon. “Consider it a gesture of goodwill. Consider also that we can provide more, and other types of weapons. We can help you get revenge.”

      The black-robed Ganog closed his eyes, and purple pulses began flowing from his temple, down a cable Nolan hadn’t noticed until then. The pulses carried it to an object in the Ganog’s robes, cradled between his arms. It looked like the arcanotome they’d recovered from the dead techsmith when they took the planetstrider, but the circuitry on this one was far more elaborate. He bent to whisper in Ro’kan’s ear again.

      Ro’kan finally nodded. “Your words are of interest; I cannot lie. Yet no matter what I ultimately decide, I will not do it hastily. I must know more about this Coalition, and exactly what it is you’re offering. In the meantime, I offer you sanctuary here. You are welcome beneath my roof, until I reach a final decision.”

      Nolan cleared his throat. “Forgive me, Clan Leader, but my friends and I did not come alone. With your permission, I’d prefer to stay with our ship.”

      “Very well. What of you, T’kon? I’m certain Jehanna would wish to see you.” Ro’kan’s fur brightened to a smug yellow.

      T’kon recoiled as if slapped, and took several deep breaths before answering. “Your hospitality is appreciated, Clan Leader. However, I must decline. I will be staying with our new allies.” T’kon gave the shallowest bow still worthy of the name.

      “Very well. I grant you leave to return to this Coalition vessel. But surely you cannot depart without at least saying hello. Join us for dinner, T’kon. Bring your new ally. I insist.” The clan leader’s tone put the lie to the request. This clearly wasn’t optional.

      “Of course, Clan Leader.” T’kon sketched another bow, then turned on his heel.

      Nolan followed him out of the chamber, resisting the urge to question him. “That must have been incredibly difficult for you. I’m sorry, T’kon.”

      “Thank you, Captain. Your sympathy is appreciated. I did not think it would be so hard to return.” T’kon walked dazedly forward, his eyes far away.

      “So who was that Ganog in the black robes? That thing he was carrying looked like an arcanotome.” Nolan’s sunglasses automatically darkened when they stepped back into the reddish light of the sun. He scanned the horizon, relaxing when he saw nothing resembling an ambush. He didn’t see his squad either, which was a testament to their skill.

      “That was Oako, a man that I once thought I knew. He was part of the warrior caste, one of my fiercest followers. Almost, I elevated him to the leadership caste. We were as close as non-blood can be,” T’kon explained. He paused, facing Nolan. The wind played across his fur, which slipped a shade darker as he spoke. “Now, Oako is of the seeker caste. They are zealots, and are usually shunned by the leadership caste.”

      “Why?” Nolan asked. He started walking back the way they’d come. It was two clicks to the ship, but the gravity was lighter on this world. Walking was a joy after his time on Ganog 7.

      “Oako now seeks the gaze of the Nameless Ones.” T’kon shook his head sadly. “I’d never have believed it, had I not seen him in those robes.”

      “And that was an arcanotome?” Nolan asked.

      “Indeed. All seekers carry them, and some of the techsmiths are allowed to as well.” T’kon shaded his eyes, looking behind him at the spire. “They are not allowed to speak of it, and we have no idea what they do. Speaking of them is considered blasphemy, and outsiders to their caste are forbidden from knowing anything about them—other than that they are a repository of lore.”

      “And these seekers worship the Nameless Ones?” Nolan continued up the cobblestones, which had given way to gravel in many places. The road hadn’t been repaired in a decade or more, and clearly saw heavy travel.

      “Not precisely. Most people pray to avoid their terrible gaze, but the seekers do exactly the opposite. They believe it is their holy obligation to find the Nameless Ones, to enact their will.” T’kon’s fur lightened toward red. “The fact that Oako would throw away all he knows to take up their mantle is troubling, and for that I blame myself. My final defeat shattered our clan, casting many warriors adrift, spiritually. Oako is a casualty of my making.”

      Nolan didn’t have anything comforting to say, so he merely nodded. They walked in silence, and Nolan used the time to consider these Nameless Ones. He already disliked the sound of them, and had the feeling the more he learned, the worse that would get.

      As of yet he had no evidence, but he strongly suspected Ganog culture had dealt with the Gorthians in the distant past. Setting up a religion to worship themselves sounded exactly like something the Gorthians would do.
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      Nolan frowned at the doorway to their “quarters.” Fek had given them a room, but the Azi Clan didn’t seem to use any doors. There was no way to close off a room, or to get any privacy. That made discussing the kind of thing they needed to talk about doubly dangerous.

      The best they could do was run the holodisplay in the corner. Its low drone provided white noise, which covered their voices if they spoke quietly. Right now that holo showed some sort of gladiatorial battle between two Ganog in white ceremonial robes. They resembled the karate gi that many Earth martial artists wore.

      “Sir, you sure we shouldn’t be doing this back on the ship?” Hannan whispered. She lounged against the wall, deceptively calm, sharpening her pocket knife.

      “I don’t like it, either,” Nolan said, “but you heard T’kon. He said that Fek is the only one he fully trusts here. We need him. We could ask him back to the ship, but I’d rather he not get a look at our cloaking tech. T’kon trusts him, but I have my doubts.” He trailed off as footsteps sounded in the hallway.

      T’kon and Fek strode into the room. T’kon gave Nolan a respectful nod, and he and Fek moved to join the squad, who murmured greetings. Fek was shorter than T’kon, and his skin more leathery. Nolan wondered absently how old he was, and how long Ganog lived.

      “I take it matters in the spire were not to your liking?” Fek asked, eyeing T’kon.

      “You knew what I’d find. Why didn’t you warn me?” T’kon demanded. There was little heat to it, though.

      “You needed to see it for yourself. I had hoped doing so would convince you to depart this world. Ours is a dying clan, T’kon. All you can accomplish here is to die along with it.”

      Fek stared searchingly at T’kon, and Nolan felt a pang of empathy. He recognized that kind of loss.

      “Perhaps, but I cannot accept that. Not while I draw breath.” T’kon’s hands clenched to fists. His fur darkened to a muddy brown. “Ro’kan is a prideful fool, even more so than I was at the height of my hubris. Yet he craves power, and we offer power unlike any he has ever tasted. I believe he can be made to see reason.”

      “I do not.” Fek shook his head. “Things are bad, T’kon. If you really intend to go to this feast, then you will see for yourself. Ro’kan has given Oako his ear more and more of late. More warriors convert to the seekers daily.”

      “Why?” T’kon asked, his tone anguished. His eyes dropped to the stone floor.

      “Can you blame them?” Fek snapped. “We cost them everything. They lost faith in the leadership caste. The best of them left is Ro’kan. Prideful, petty Ro’kan. Would you wish to follow? Those who seek the Nameless Ones are really seeking an end to their shame. And Oako does give them that, whatever it might cost.”

      “The cost is unbearable.” T’kon thumped the table with his furry fist. “I will go to this feast. I will see for myself.”

      “Stand ready for combat then. You’ve shown Ro’kan that you have power he craves, and he may seek to seize it. He is far more likely to capture you and take you to Imperalis than he is to rebel against the empress.” Fek shook his head again. “No, this path is madness. Leave now, T’kon. Find a different end. Takkar still lives. Seek your vengeance upon him.”

      “I have had my vengeance,” T’kon snapped. “The empress will likely execute Takkar, and perhaps his entire family. We took one of his planetstriders and crippled his fleet.”

      Nolan’s gaze kept straying to the holo, drawn by the movement. The camera zoomed up over another island, showing a different pair of combatants. A Ganog in white robes squared off against a shorter foe in environmental armor.

      Familiar armor.

      Nolan found himself on his feet, drawn toward the holo. He circled it, watching as the combat unfolded. The Ganog adept delivered a blinding kick, knocking the armored figure down the side of a sloped disk. He nearly rolled off the side, but managed to arrest his momentum.

      They exchanged a rapid flurry of blows, and the armored figure was getting the worst of it—until he ignited a blue-white plasma blade on his wrist.

      A Void Wraith plasma blade.

      The armored figure kicked the adept off the disk, and he tumbled into the depths of a truly massive spire. The armored figure raised his arms triumphantly, and the crowd erupted into applause.

      “Hannan, Lena, Annie, get over here,” Nolan ordered. They trotted over, clustering around the holo. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” He pointed at the holo.

      Lena’s eyes widened. “By the goddess, I know that armor. Captain, that’s Khar. It must be.”

      “Fek,” Nolan called, turning to the Ganog, “what is this we’re watching?”

      Fek looked irritated by the interruption, as he was still conversing with T’kon in low tones. “Those are the Royal Spire Games, fought on the capital. It’s one of our most popular sports. Why do you ask?”

      Nolan face split into a broad grin. “Because one of our people is on Imperalis. Khar is still alive.”
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      Fizgig strode through the glass doors, onto the hotel’s shaded veranda. It cut the heat to a manageable level, but Atreas was still too hot for her liking. She moved to the balcony, peering down at the newly rebuilt Alpha Company.

      A dozen mechs painted a muted grey and white stood in a precise line, their pilots clustered around a mess table a little ways off. Only their commanding officer was missing.

      Behind the mechs stretched an abandoned human city, left empty when the Void Wraith had harvested the entire colony. They’d constructed a massive factory, sprawling around the base of the largest space elevator Fizgig had ever seen. A thick white cable stretched into the sky above, disappearing into space.

      It was a practical, effective design. Raw materials were harvested all over the planet, then refined into usable components on the ground. Those components were ferried into space, then assembled into their final form. Had the factory been online for more than a few days, it was unlikely they’d have won the war.

      “You wanted to see me, Admiral?” Burke asked from behind her.

      “I did.” Her tail flicked behind her, sketching her anxiety. She turned to face Burke, pleased that the newly promoted major was able to hold her gaze. “We’ve given you what you’ve requested. You have the latest iteration of our booster mech. They’re lighter, faster, and pack the new handheld theta cannons. Yet every combat exercise has resulted in your total destruction at the hands of a planetstrider.”

      “Was there a question in there, sir?” Burke asked. He still stood at attention.

      “Can your unit learn to kill planetstriders?” Fizgig asked, clothing the question in pragmatism.

      “Yes, sir,” Burke said. He licked his lips. “Sir, permission to speak frankly?”

      “Granted.” Fizgig folded her arms, leaning against the balcony behind her. She liked Burke. He’d been an excellent choice, perhaps even better than Nolan. Nolan was good, but he was far too self-reliant. Officers learned to make use of their subordinates.

      “There are two problems we need to solve. The first is that a mobile planetstrider is a hazard in and of itself. The wind generated by one of their steps can knock a booster mech out of the air, and once we’re on the ground we’re helpless.” Burke raised a hand to shade his eyes, looking at her candidly. “We need a way to immobilize the striders if we want to take them out.”

      “And the second problem?” Fizgig asked. She closed her eyes, enjoying the sun on her fur.

      “You’ve got to find me more experienced pilots.” Burke’s boots clicked across the tile, and he stopped next to her. She could smell the goop humans smeared under their armpits. “We only have two months to get ready, and seven of my pilots have never fought a battle. The other five have never seen more than one. A third of them are going to break during their first engagement, and that’s going to spook another third.”

      Fizgig opened her eyes. “Burke, I received a holo call from Dryker this morning. The Senate is attempting to pass a resolution banning the use of any Void Wraith technology. There is talk of impeaching him. Dryker fears that if we fare poorly against the Ganog here, it could lead to civil war. The races will fragment, and the survivors will be gobbled up by the Imperium.”

      “Sir, I—that’s terrible, but what does that have to do with Alpha Company?” Burke rested his hands on the balcony, staring down at his new command.

      “It has everything to do with it,” Fizgig snapped. She turned to face the new company as well, staring down at the gleaming mechs. “I have been assigned an impossible task, Burke. I must use inferior resources to triumph over a superior foe. This Takkar is a canny, bold commander. He will come with a force many times stronger than our own. For our triumph to have even a glimmer of being born, I must best him in space. That is where this war will be decided.”

      Fizgig’s tail thrashed behind her. She turned to Burke, fixing him with the same stare Admiral Mow had used on her in her youth.

      “You have also been assigned an impossible task, but I cannot aid you any farther. You must work with what you have. Teach these men to fight, Burke. And find a way to immobilize the enemy. Do it without getting your unit wiped out.”

      “It doesn’t make me feel any better that your job is harder than mine, but for what it’s worth, you’ve got my sympathy, sir. I should get back to training.” Burke sighed, then started for the door. He paused in the doorway. “Admiral, I will do everything in my power to get them ready. I can’t make any promises past that.”

      Fizgig closed her eyes again, once again enjoying the sun. “None of us can, Burke. None of us can.”
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      Takkar hopped from the transport disk, moving to join the empress on her observation island. The empress was alone, save for a single adept. Not just any adept, either. Master Yulo himself.

      The wizened master’s fur was a pristine, snowy white. The type of color that every Ganog strove for, one adepts trained lifetimes to attain. Almost all failed. Takkar didn’t fear very many adepts, knowing that as an elite he could overpower them with size and strength. Yulo was the exception. Even an elite would need to take care with him.

      “Come join us, Takkar. We have much to discuss.” Zakanna called, in that high, clear voice of hers. Her mannerisms were different than they’d been during his audience, more precise. More dignified. Almost as if her demeanor the previous day had been an act.

      “Highness,” Takkar muttered, giving her a respectful half-bow as he approached. “I’m surprised you were willing to meet me alone.”

      “Yes, that move will surprise a great many people, the seekers most especially.” Zakanna smiled at Takkar. “I have a feeling that pleases you, does it not?”

      “Of course it does. You know how I feel about the seekers—black-robed leeches, leading good warriors astray. They can’t be trusted. Why do you allow so many in your court?” Not a wise question, perhaps, but if ever there was a time to be bold, it was now.

      “Tell me, Takkar,” she replied, turning her attention to the space docks orbiting above the dreadnought. “How badly do you wish your fleet repaired?”

      “Ah, here it is, then. The real reason you summoned me.” Takkar didn’t know why she was reluctant to speak of the seekers, but he wasn’t in a position to protest.

      “Indeed. You knew there would be a price for my aid. Are you ready to pay it?” Zakanna clasped her hands behind her back, staring up at the cluster of berths. Each held a wounded dreadnought, and a fleet of drones swarmed around them, slowly repairing battle damage.

      “You know I have little choice,” Takkar admitted. He loathed it. “Make your demands, Zakanna.” Using her name was an insult, but if it bothered her she didn’t show it.

      “I want twelve worlds, of my choice,” Zakanna said, mildly, as if asking him for a horn of nectar. “I want their labor-slaves, and their resources. Those worlds will be chosen from those you stole from the Yog a decade ago.”

      Takkar closed his eyes, flaring his lower nostrils. He sucked in several greedy breaths, struggling to find the words he knew he needed to speak. “Very well. I accept. You realize the position that places me in?”

      “Of course I do.” Zakanna smiled coyly at him. “You’ll be committed. If you give away those worlds your own people will unseat you…unless you deliver them something even greater—such as a world that can produce cores.”

      “You are a cruel woman, Zakanna. I must admit that I am impressed.” Takkar glanced at Yulo, and found the master’s piercing eyes fixed on him. He looked quickly away. “I am neatly trapped. I must accept, and I must commit everything to victory against the Coalition. If I succeed, you are enriched. If I fail, you still gain back a dozen prime worlds.”

      “Indeed.” Zakanna’s expression grew serious. “Make no mistake, though, Takkar—I am also committed to your success. You must win this battle. Tell me, what have you learned of the enemy commander?”

      “I have learned much about her.” Takkar’s fur settled into a blue-green, more curiosity than anything else. “The colonies we raided possessed many public archives. These archives speak plainly about the commander, a Tigris by the name of Fizgig. The humans speak of her with fear and anger, the Tigris with reverence. Her battle record is long and storied, and she’s never lost a battle of any real significance.”

      “Can you best her?”

      “I can best her, if I have the full support of the Yog Clan—if my dreadnoughts are repaired, and your planetstriders added to mine. You say that you are committed to this victory. Are you really?” Takkar eyed her soberly. Such candidness was rare among Ganog nobility, and he found it refreshing.

      “Indeed I am. I will begin repairs on your fleet immediately. I will have a techsmith send you the list of worlds I require. You do not need to make their acquisition public until after the battle.” Zakanna’s gaze had taken on a strength Takkar would have sworn she didn’t possess. For the first time he realized just how cunning she must be.

      The Imperium believed in her decadence, her fixation on becoming an adept. They dismissed her, never realizing just how canny she was. That was a mistake he’d never make again.
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      Nolan took a deep breath, then forced himself into motion. He and T’kon walked into the spire, into the stronghold of a potentially hostile host. He glanced at T’kon. “You’re certain you want to do this?”

      “It is the only way, Nolan. Please, do as we’ve discussed.” T’kon trailed off as they approached a pair of Ganog elites flanking the entryway into the heart of the spire.

      “Hannan, sitrep,” Nolan whispered under his breath, nodding politely to a Ganog elite as he threaded after T’kon into the crowd of Ganog thronging the main room.

      “We’re all in position, sir. If you get into trouble, give us the word and we’ll blast the ever-living shit out of anything that chases you out of that building.”

      “Acknowledged. Thanks, Hannan.” Nolan kept his plastic smile in place, unsure how he was supposed to interact with these Ganog.

      The party was somehow both dignified and raucous. Laughter boomed throughout the room, warriors slapping each other on the back. Most held drinking horns, Saurian attendants moving quickly to refill them. Oddly, there was nothing resembling a chair in the banquet hall. Thus far, every last Ganog he’d seen had been standing.

      He spotted a black robe moving in his direction, and suppressed the urge to ignite his plasma blade. T’kon had insisted Nolan not wear his sidearm, as that identified him as a warrior. Doing so meant other warriors could challenge him, and at least a few of the more drunken elites would probably do exactly that.

      As Nolan had no wish to become a Ganog soccer ball, he was fine with just the plasma blade.

      “No-lan,” called a gruff voice. “I would have words with you.”

      Nolan sighed, then plastered his smile back in place. He turned to face the speaker, the black-robed Ganog who’d been approaching. Not just any Ganog, either—Nolan was fairly certain he was looking at Oako.

      The Ganog had broad, well muscled shoulders under his robes. Tiny purple tattoos lined his eyes—some sort of sigils. The Ganog’s breath was fetid, almost rotting. Nolan fought a gag reflex.

      Oako clutched an arcanotome to his chest, the purple circuitry giving his features a demonic cast.

      Nolan wasn’t certain how to address a seeker, but clearly Oako expected a response. “Hello, Oako. What can I do for you?” he asked, rather lamely. He was out of his element, dealing with an entirely new species.

      “Your race—what is it called?” Oako asked, his eyes narrowing under his shadowed hood.

      “Human,” Nolan supplied.

      There was a brief flicker where Nolan caught recognition from the seeker.

      “Where do you come from?” Oako pressed. Pulses of purple flowed up the black cable into his temple. Nolan darted a glance at the source, but could only see a corner of the arcanotome.

      The casing looked like a book, the elaborate kind found in archival libraries. It was forged of a dark, oily metal. Large runes dotted the cover, their purplish glow peeking out from under the Ganog’s robes.

      Nolan was damned impressed. If you wanted to be feared, having your priests use technology you didn’t understand, while looking like pre-dawn nightmares… Machiavelli would be proud.

      “I’m told that this area of space is called the 2nd octant, right?” Nolan asked. He found the notion of dividing the galaxy up into eighths both interesting and useful. It made it easier to classify where different species lived.

      “That is correct.”

      “My species comes from the 3rd octant. We’re called the Coalition of United Races, or the Coalition for short.” Nolan studied Oako, and again saw recognition. He decided to seize the initiative. “I’m told that you seek the gaze of the Nameless Ones. I apologize if this is offensive, but can you tell me what that means?”

      Oako eyed Nolan appraisingly for a long time. “The Nameless Ones are timeless entities that arrived in our space countless millennia ago. They devoured worlds, seeking to sate their endless hunger.”

      “I see.” Nolan blinked. The similarity to the Gorthians was unmistakable. “I’ve heard T’kon speak of avoiding the gaze of the Nameless Ones, and given what you just described I can see why. Why do you seek their gaze if they’re going to devour everyone?”

      Oako’s fur darkened, and his eyes narrowed to slits. He leaned closer, his hot, fetid breath wafting over Nolan like chemical warfare. Nolan wished he’d worn his helmet. “You are ka’tok, but still a skilled warrior. I am told you killed Krekon in a duel. For that reason alone, I will converse with you as an equal. If you will tell me more of the technology you brought, I will answer your questions about my faith.”

      Nolan shrugged. “I’m not authorized to divulge much, but I’ll answer what I can.”

      In truth, he could tell the Ganog whatever he wanted—but far better for him to think of Nolan as a servant to a higher power. Make him chase the secret, thus making it all the more believable.

      “Is it true that your techsmiths constructed the core?” Oako eyed him with furious intensity.

      “Yes, we manufacture them. They’re used in many of our war machines.” Nolan studied Oako right back. The Ganog gave a slight smile. “Most are manufactured at a single world—thousands every day. The shipyards are incredible.”

      Interest bubbled up in Oako’s gaze, but the Ganog didn’t press. “You asked why we seek the gaze. At the dawn of our species, the Ganog fell under the terrible gaze of the Nameless Ones. They devoured many worlds, yet our form pleased them. They knew us for mighty warriors, and they gave us ships and weapons. The Nameless Ones built Imperalis, birthing the Imperium. Aided by their Ganog fleets, the Nameless Ones devoured the 2nd octant. When they finished, they left our space to seek other worlds to devour. Seekers understand that the Nameless Ones will return one day, and when they do, we will stand ready once more. We will take up our arms, enacting their terrible will. That, little human, is why seekers seek the gaze of the Nameless Ones. We do this knowing that our race will suffer greatly, but after the Nameless Ones have enacted their plan they will depart, and our descendants will once again be free.”

      Nolan went numb. Pieces clicked together, enough that he finally thought he saw the whole picture. Or most of it at least. The Gorthians had come to the Primo empire, creating the Void Wraith. When they’d completed their eradication they were still hungry, so they must have come here.

      The Milky Way was a damned large place. What if the Gorthians were migratory, slowly devouring the entire galaxy? They could stop in each octant, and by the time they made it back around, the worlds they’d depopulated would be ready for another eradication.

      “Thank you for explaining your faith, Oako.” Nolan finally said, suppressing his growing anxiety. “Is that device your holy book?” Nolan nodded at the arcanotome.

      “All books are holy,” Oako countered. “The ‘device’ is my arcanotome. It is linked to my mind, sharing its vast repository of knowledge. Your kind do not possess such devices?”

      “We store our data differently—in a central repository anyone can access using one of these.” Nolan held up his comm device.

      “You freely share such knowledge?” Oako’s fur blackened. A riot of pulses flowed to and from his temple, and his eyes took on a faraway look. “Our conversation is at an end, human.”

      And he turned on his heel, stalking back the way he’d come.

      “Sir,” Hannan’s voice whispered into Nolan’s earpiece. “I can have Nuchik core that bastard if you’d like.”

      Nolan couldn’t answer, of course. He merely nodded at the seeker’s retreating form, then turned on his heel and walked the other way. He muttered under his breath, “That didn’t go well, but we stick to the plan.”

      “Didn’t go well is an understatement,” Lena’s voice cut into the comm. “You and I both know who these Nameless Ones must be. All our fears are confirmed.”

      Nolan didn’t reply, instead keeping his head down as he threaded a path as far away from Oako as he could get.

      Ganog knowledge was a tightly guarded secret, with only certain castes ever allowed to see it. That made the warrior caste easy to control, because they were dependent on other castes to provide their weapons of war—and to tell them how and what to think.

      He accepted a horn offered by a Saurian, but didn’t drink. T’kon had warned him what they’d likely serve at the feast, and other sentient beings weren’t on his meal plan.

      Nolan drifted toward the back of the room, finally catching sight of T’kon. He stood at the back of the room, chatting with a trio of warriors. The conversation seemed amiable, though T’kon kept shooting distracted glances at the central dais. A light-furred Ganog adept in a white robe stood talking to Ro’kan. Her garment looked identical to the ones the fighters had worn in the holo where he’d seen Khar.

      She was pretty, in an exotic way. Her eyes rose briefly, and a soft red rippled through her fur. It was gone quickly, but Nolan saw who she was looking at. T’kon, her former husband.

      It was straight out of Homer’s Odyssey. The king had come home.

      Nolan passed by T’kon, trying to catch the Ganog’s eye. T’kon looked his way, and Nolan jerked his head at the corner. He turned to scan the room while waiting for T’kon to approach. Oako had moved onto the dais, and was conferring with two other black-robed seekers. All three had a flurry of pulses flowing to their arcanotomes.

      “I’ve got to get one of those back to R&D,” Nolan muttered, though he knew that this wasn’t the time.

      “That will prove difficult,” T’kon said, moving to stand with Nolan against the wall. “They are holy relics, and their theft would provoke relentless pursuit.”

      “Yeah, I know we can’t afford to grab one right now. Hey, Oako tracked me down and we had a little chat. I let slip that we have a massive naval shipyard where we produce most of our cores, and he immediately beelined for his people.” Nolan tensed. “Looks like they’re about to make a move. We need to get the hell out of here.”

      “Agreed. Remember the plan, Nolan. It is the best way,” T’kon rumbled.

      Nolan turned and sprinted for the exit, knowing that such a move would draw the attention of every elite in the room. Only prey ran.

      Several guards shouted, and a few began the breathing that would transform them into mech-sized opponents. Plasma fire shot over Nolan’s shoulder, scorching the wall. He sprinted forward, weaving erratically up the corridor as the Ganog howled after him.
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      “Annie, are you in position?” Hannan demanded. She trotted up the ridge, crouching behind a massive granite slab. Her screen put the spire at one point three clicks, well within particle cannon range.

      A steady trickle of Ganog weaved into the spire, though none seemed to emerge. Not that she could blame them. The alcohol was inside, and so was the food. Soldiers inevitably beelined for both, regardless of species.

      “I’m on the south ridge, in position. If those Ganog get uppity, I’ll put ’em down easy like. Got a clean line of sight on the tunnel leading inside.” Annie’s voice was excited, but relaxed. Hannan knew she’d do her job.

      “Nuchik, what’s your status?” Hannan dipped a bit further into cover, resting her mech’s particle cannon against the rock slab.

      “In position.” Nuchik’s response was clipped, as expected. She was so much like Mills.

      Hannan had stationed Nuchik at nine o’clock, at a right angle from Annie. Elites that came out would see Annie’s position first, and the elites would be too busy dealing with her to find Nuchik’s sniper position. She had free reign to end targets, and if they came after her she could fall back with her stealth belt.

      “There’s flashes inside the tunnel,” Annie called. “Looks like the captain is running in our direction, like a pack of kids that just farted into the O2 processor.”

      “What about T’kon?” Hannan asked.

      “He’s lagging behind,” Annie drawled, “and I can see six…seven…nine of the big apes after him. How do you want me to play this?”

      “Weapons free. Gun down anything that isn’t our people.” Hannan thumbed the thruster switch, warming the mech’s main booster. It was the first time she’d piloted a post-atmospheric mech, but she had had plenty of sim time.

      Particle beams shot from Annie’s position, lancing out of sight inside the tunnel. The captain sprinted into view, then faded from sight as he engaged his stealth belt.

      “Looks like T’kon is in a bad way,” Annie said, as the loud whine of his particle cannon came over the mic. “Should I haul him out of there?”

      “Captain said we were to escort only, and fall back to the ship as soon as we were able to disengage. Let’s see if he’s willing to change those orders.” Hannan opened a channel to the captain. “Sir, we’ve got a phenomenal tactical position, and I believe we can force the elites back inside the spire. T’kon has fallen behind. Permission to send in Annie to get him?”

      “Negative, Lieutenant.” Nolan said, almost immediately. “You have your orders. Escort Lena and I back to the ship, best possible speed.”

      “But sir, T’kon—”

      “I know, but you’re going to have to trust me, Hannan. I’ll explain when we get back to the ship. For now, fall back as quickly as we can. Try to minimize enemy casualties.”

      Hannan killed the channel, cursing under her breath. She burst from cover, vaulting into the air on a rush of superheated flame. She flared the mech’s thrusters, sailing hundreds of meters above the enemy forces. Hannan lined up her particle cannon with an elite. “Sir, can I get confirmation on that last? Minimize enemy casualties?”

      “You heard me. Pick off a few, then cease fire. Fall back like we’re fleeing before a superior foe.”

      Hannan didn’t understand the strategy, but she didn’t need to. The captain must have a reason. She stroked the trigger, and her particle cannon discharged a beam of superheated particles into the elite below. It caught him in the neck, coring the unfortunate Ganog. He collapsed in a heap, joined a moment later by a target picked off by Nuchik. Annie caught a third, and the rest fell back inside the spire to regroup.

      “Move, people. Get back to the ship.”

      Nolan’s voice was iron, and Hannan knew better than to press the issue. She feathered her jets, angling the mech toward where they’d parked the cruiser. Lightning flashed on the eastern horizon, the resulting explosion lightening the sky. She dropped lower, a little uneasy, despite the storm being several clicks out.

      Below she could see Annie hauling ass toward the cruiser. There was no sign of Nuchik, but she’d have been shocked if there had been. Nuchik was like a ghost.

      Hannan fed more thrust to the booster, then throttled it back. She began to plummet, her arc carrying her toward the cruiser’s location.

      Then she saw them. “Oh, crap. Sir, we’ve been had. They’ve got two dozen elites approaching from the northwest. It’s an ambush, sir. Looks like they knew where we were parked.”
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      T’kon took a series of deep, frenzied breaths. He glared at his foes, channeling his anger, his loathing, and his burgeoning hatred for Ro’kan. He channeled it all into his body, using his metabiology to swell his size and strength.

      The Azi warriors skidded to a halt, waiting for his transformation to complete before beginning their attack.

      “Prepare yourself, traitor,” a young warrior boomed. He rushed T’kon, who waited patiently. The youth wielded a double-bladed axe, and was both larger and stronger than T’kon. But he was slow, and had overextended himself.

      T’kon kicked off the spire wall, flinging himself into the air above the youth. The youth’s face split into a comical look of confusion, and T’kon seized his head in both hands, ending him with a single twist. The crack was audible even over the din of combat.

      The axe clattered to the ground, and T’kon scooped it up, backpedaling away as more foes approached. “Come, then. I am ready!”

      They surged forward as a mass, and he caught a glimpse of Ro’kan at the back of the pack. T’kon roared his fury, his fur going red-black as he sliced an elite in half. Two more rushed forward, pressing him. T’kon dropped the axe, batting away their blows with his armored forearms.

      An elite tackled him around the waist from behind, shoving him into the wall behind him. T’kon ripped his dagger from the boot sheath, ramming the blade into the elite’s eye. He struggled free of the mass, scooping up a discarded chopping sword.

      T’kon sliced off the nearest warrior’s arm, then beheaded a second warrior. He backed up to the wall, launching frantic strikes at anyone who approached. His enemies fell back, waiting on their leader. Ro’kan approached slowly, stopping outside T’kon’s range.

      “You fled with the human, because you knew he’d let slip his secret, didn’t you?” Ro’kan’s face twisted, his fur brightening to a wild scarlet.

      “You’re mad, Ro’kan,” T’kon protested. He swung the sword in a tight arc, lopping off the hand of a warrior who strayed just a bit too close. “The human ran because he fears the seeker. Can he be blamed? Oako interrogated a potential ally, ruining everything I have brought you. Can’t you see that, Ro’kan? This is the seekers, not the human.”

      Ro’kan looked conflicted, sizing T’kon up silently. Oako rushed forward, whispering into his ear. Ro’kan nodded grimly. “Oako believes that you know the location of these shipyards. If you do, tell us and I will accept your words as truth. If not, then it will prove what Oako claims, that you’ve been subverted by this…Coalition.”

      T’kon considered his response carefully. If he gave the location, Oako might suspect it was a lie. No, he needed to make them work for it. “I don’t know where this world is. You assume they’d tell me such a thing? If you wish to learn the location, why are you wasting time with me? Find the human.”

      “Take him,” Ro’kan growled.

      The Ganog surged forward in a mass. T’kon collapsed under their collective weight. Kicks and punches rained pain upon him, and a fist caught him in the temple. Blinding light shot through his vision, and vertigo spun him into nausea. He refused to give up, roaring as he struggled to stand. T’kon caught one of the Ganog in the chin with his elbow, gaining a moment to breathe. It wasn’t enough.

      Ro’kan lunged, his sword punching through T’kon’s shoulder, pinning him to the wall. He twisted the blade, and T’kon bellowed his agony.

      “Stop resisting, fool,” Ro’kan growled. “You know I won’t allow them to kill you, so don’t think you can escape that way. Not yet, anyway. Not until you tell us the location of the human’s shipyard. We will pry the secret from you; I can promise you that.”

      Yes, T’kon thought, keeping the grim joy from his fur. You will.
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      Nolan sprinted up the road, kicking up little puffs of dust. The slightly lower gravity made every leap take him much further than normal, and he ate up the distance toward the cruiser. He wanted to explain the plan to his squad, but he’d promised T’kon not to utter it until the deed was done.

      Besides, he needed to save his breath for running.

      He risked a glance behind him, and Lena wasn’t too far back. Behind her, the elites had slowed, discouraged by fire from Hannan and Annie. Unfortunately, that left them wide open for the ambush the elites had set.

      The first thing Nolan noticed about the group of charging Ganog was that several wore the stylized white gis. They were smaller than the Ganog warriors in armor, but moved with impressive grace. The Ganog moved swiftly, fanning out to encircle the cloaked cruiser. Nolan had no idea how they knew where it was, but clearly the improved stealth wasn’t as improved as they’d hoped.

      Either that, or Sissus had sold them out.

      “Hannan, see if you can get them to scatter. Annie get your ass back to the ship ASAP, or we’re going to need a new ride home.” Nolan leaned into the sprint, angling away from the enemy elites as he tried to circle around the ship. “Nuchik, if you can get into position to deliver suppressive fire, that would be helpful.”

      Instinct saved Nolan’s life. He darted left, moving erratically down a gentle slope. A shot from a particle rifle cored a boulder less than a meter from Nolan, peppering his armor with shrapnel. “They’ve found me. I could definitely use an assist.”

      Nolan sprinted right for about thirty meters, dodging another particle blast. The Ganog were swarming the ship, and several fired at the spot where they had parked the vessel. The plasma washed over the shields, and the ship flickered into view.

      “Sissus, this is Nolan. We’ve got company, and unless you want your shiny new ship to get all banged up, I’d suggest opening up with all turrets. Might be worth deploying your clutch in the cargo bay to give us cover while we board.”

      “I could do that, human. But I won’t. Who do you think told the Ganog where to find you? You’ve brought us nothing but trouble, and shown nothing but discourtesy. I will not sacrifice my people to atone for your pet Ganog’s arrogance.” The ship began to rumble, then the engines fired. It rose slowly into the air, canting toward the storm to the south.

      The Ganog went berserk, and those with energy weapons unloaded on the ship’s engines. Beams of scarlet streaked into the housing, and the left engine died with a sputter.

      “Hannan,” Nolan barked. “End them.”

      The shadow of Hannan’s booster mech passed over Nolan, and a moment later a full salvo of missiles streaked down on the Ganog. They were flung about like toys, shrapnel and flame from the piranha missiles dropping several of the giant warriors.

      The smaller adepts fared better, with only one getting caught by the blast. The rest leapt nimbly away, moving faster than any human could hope to match.

      The distraction was exactly the cover Sissus needed to escape. The cruiser’s remaining thrusters fired, and it accelerated up and away. It flew low and fast, popping over a decent-sized hill, then disappearing on the other side.

      “Hannan, we just lost our ride home. This just became win or die.” Nolan skidded in the dust, plastering his body against a rock. Not that it would stop a plasma shot, but hopefully breaking line of sight would encourage the Ganog to pick other targets.

      “So, the usual, basically,” Hannan said. “I wish we had Edwards, but there’s still plenty we can do. Annie, you have your shotgun with you?”

      “Yes, sir,” Annie drawled back.

      “Run your mech over to Nolan, and swap out. Captain is a better pilot. Once you’re clear, find some cover in those rocks.”

      “What about me?” Nuchik asked over the comm, in a rare show of verbosity.

      “Kill things,” Hannan ordered. “All the things.”

      Nolan could hear the smile in Nuchik’s voice. “Can do.”

      A flash came from the ridge about two clicks over, and an instant later a streak of blue-white punched through the back of the rearmost elite’s head. Its headless corpse toppled into the dust.

      Hannan’s mech glided over a cluster of Ganog, loosing a flight of missiles. They arced into the air, bursting into a swarm of micro missiles that peppered a trio of adepts. All three were flung away from the explosion. Two didn’t rise, but the last stumbled off into rocky cover.

      High above, lightning crashed, and a deafening explosion brightened the sky. It was echoed by a second, then a third. Nolan’s head rang like a gong, and once again he wished he had his helmet. It was inside his mech…in the ship Sissus had just stolen. Along with Lena, and Aluki.

      “Hannan, you okay?” Nolan asked, scanning the sky as he returned his focus to the battle. He blinked past the afterimages, unable to locate her mech.

      “Yes, sir. Boosters are down to forty percent, so I’m going to have to land soon.”

      “Probably just as well with the storm. See what you can do to keep them off balance. Maybe we can get them to retreat.” The ground shook, and Nolan spun. He relaxed when he realized it was Annie approaching. Her mech stopped several meters away, and he could hear the whirring of her cockpit opening.

      Nolan rushed over, skidding to a halt next to her mech’s leg. The chest module slid up, and the waist module slid down to reveal the cockpit. Annie hopped out, landing heavily in the dust. Her shotgun was cradled between her arms like a child. “All yours, sir. I’ll get my ass to cover. Good luck.”

      “Thanks, Annie.” Nolan leapt onto the mech, pulling himself inside the cockpit. It was impossible to ignore the explosions and screams in the background, but he forced himself to tune it out. He settled into the command couch, and began keying in his command override.

      The cockpit whirred shut, and the curved view screen lit up. It loaded the profile from his previous mech, grabbing the configuration from his comm. The reactor was still hot, so Nolan took an experimental step.

      Annie’s mech was functionally identical to his own, but it felt different somehow. For one thing the cockpit reeked of tobacco, but it went deeper than that. The control sensitivity just felt…a little off.

      Nolan shook it off, turning the mech to face the combat. Friend and foe tags began appearing over every combatant in his field of view, though the system was incapable of differentiating between elites and the kung-fu versions.

      “Shit,” Nuchik over the comm. “Captain, I’ve been spotted. Not sure I should chance using my stealth belt with the storm so close.”

      “Nuchik, hightail it out of there,” Nolan ordered. “Hannan, get their attention.”

      “On it, sir. I’m running out of missiles, though,” Hannan panted into the comm. Her mech glittered in the air above the Ganog, a particle cannon shot taking off a leg at the knee. Six missiles streaked from her tubes, one at each target. Four found their targets, flinging those Ganog into the air. The last two dodged, bounding away into the boulder field. “Sir, I don’t have the ordnance to put these guys down. Better do whatever you’re going to do, Captain.”

      Nolan scanned the mech’s readouts. Twelve missiles remaining. He popped the tubes, tapping his view screen twice over each visible target. He only fired at the elites, as they seemed less able to avoid the missiles.

      His mech was forced back a step from the force of multiple launches, and the missiles streaked into the air, contrails in their wake. They swam unerringly toward their targets, detonating in rapid succession. Some of those targets were already wounded, some unprepared. Five of the six elites died, and the last lost a leg.

      Definitely a good use of his last missiles.

      “Captain,” Hannan called, a frantic note to her voice. “I just lost my particle cannon. I could use an assist.”

      “Nuchik, get to cover and give the kung-fu-looking Ganog something to think about.” Nolan sprinted toward Hannan, firing a hip shot that nearly hit a robed Ganog. The shot made his opponent back off, giving Hannan time to block a kick from the other adept. She deflected it with her blade, but the blow still knocked her back a step.

      Nolan poured on the speed, igniting his plasma blade as he closed. The adept seemed to sense his approach, spinning away from Hannan and turning to face Nolan. Hannan lunged at the adept’s back, but the adept elbowed her arm away. In that moment, Nolan risked another hip shot. This one caught the adept in the side, knocking him off balance. Hannan capitalized, ramming her blade into the adept’s neck. The Ganog collapsed, sputtering as he coughed out purplish blood down the front of his white robes.

      The second adept darted in, but another shot from Nuchik forced her back. She began breathing rapidly, eyes blazing as she glared at Hannan’s mech. Then she vaulted into the sky, arcing away from the battle. She looked back, and Nolan recognized her. It was T’kon’s wife.

      “Hannan, any chance you can stop her?” Nolan asked, pivoting to search for other opponents.

      “Negative, sir. She’s moving at eighty-five KPH.” A blue streak shot from Hannan’s cannon, but the adept leapt nimbly over the shot. “She’s slippery. Should I pursue, sir?”

      “Negative. Fall back to Annie’s position. We’ve beaten them, but there are plenty more elites in the spire. We’re not in any shape to take them on right now.” Nolan was acutely aware of how much material they’d just used. They might have a few missiles left between them, but he doubted it. That would make the next fight far more difficult.

      “Sir,” Annie drawled over the comm, “now may not be the time, but can you explain that shit-stunt T’kon pulled?”

      “Yeah, I owe you all an explanation. T’kon came up with the plan, and I backed it. The Azi clan don’t trust us, and T’kon didn’t think we’d be able to deliver the payload.”

      “He stayed behind on purpose, didn’t he? Furry bastard wanted to be caught,” Annie said. “So they can torture it out of him. You know? That’s damned clever.”

      “Something like that,” Nolan admitted. “T’kon gives up the ‘secret’ location of our shipyards, and they send that data to their empress. Then we ride in and rescue T’kon. Problem is, I wasn’t counting on Sissus stealing the ship.”
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      T’kon awakened to fragments of pain exploding through his jaw. Blood flowed from his mashed face, dripping down his chest. His eyes refused to focus, and he labored under a fog. It took several moments to gather his thoughts, sluggish and elusive.

      “You’ve given me wert root, haven’t you?” he slurred. It dulled the mind without dampening the nerves, so he could still feel every bit of pain inflicted.

      “Ah, you’re awake.” Ro’kan said. He seized T’kon by the head, jerking it back so T’kon was forced to peer up at the man who’d once served him so faithfully. “You are no doubt wondering why you’re still alive, T’kon. Don’t worry, we’ll attend to that soon enough. First, we are giving you one more chance to aid your clan. One more chance to die with a shred of honor intact. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “And what is this opportunity?” T’kon managed. He spoke slowly, drawing out the words one at a time through his shattered jaw.

      “The core,” Oako said, moving into the edge of T’kon’s vision. The black robes didn’t belong on his old friend, and part of T’kon still saw the laughing berserker he’d taken a dozen worlds with. Oako leaned closer, and T’kon could see dozens of tiny purple runes tattooed around his eyes. “It was manufactured in this Coalition, upon a specific world. Nolan said this world was the cradle of their technology. Their shipyards. Where is it?”

      T’kon grinned through his ruined mouth, his fur going red-brown. “You are more ambitious than I thought, Ro’kan. First, you grant power to the seekers. Now, you will use them to bring this information to the empress, won’t you? You plan to curry favor, to be included in her fleet when she invades this Coalition.”

      Ro’kan’s eyes blazed, and he shoved Oako out of the way. Ro’kan loomed over T’kon, spittle flying as he roared his words: “You are nothing. Less than nothing. I will devour your heart, and leave your corpse as carrion. Og’ok, disgraced and forgotten.”

      T’kon’s grin vanished. His fur drifted to a washed-out yellow. A genuine ripple of fear passed through him. He didn’t hold with the religious trappings around mummification, but there would be very real consequences if his body were left to rot. Jehanna could protect their lives, but his children would never escape the shame of it.

      “I have offended you. I apologize, Clan Leader.” T’kon flared his lower nostrils, sucking in a painful breath as he closed his eyes. “I do not know the location of this world.”

      “He lies.” Oako’s words came on the heels of T’kon’s.

      “The seekers know such things, T’kon. They can peer into men’s souls, did you know that?” Ro’kan released T’kon’s head, stepping away. T’kon opened his eyes, staring at his former friend. “If Oako says that you lie, then you lie. The question is why? Why keep this knowledge from us? Why deny your clan a chance to regain the greatness you stole from us?”

      The blow stung far worse than the one to his jaw had. T’kon knew Ro’kan was right; his own actions had led the Azi to this point. In a way, he was responsible for what had befallen Oako.

      “I’ve given you a core, Ro’kan. You can restore our planetstrider, or perhaps capture a wild one. You don’t need this human world to regain what the Azi have lost.” T’kon suppressed a cough, triggering a fresh wave of pain.

      “The technology you’ve brought is forbidden,” Oako snapped. He backhanded T’kon, sending a fresh wave of pain through his jaw. “Even you should have known better. It is our obligation to return this core to Imperalis, where my order will humbly accept possession of it.”

      “Ro’kan, you can’t honestly tell me that you are placing your faith in the seekers. Oako is mad. He is no longer the warrior we knew. He counsels you to throw away the power I have dropped into your lap. You can have a full planetstrider at your disposal. Surely that eclipses anything you think this…this mouthpiece can offer.” T’kon spat a gob of blood into Oako’s face.

      Oako responded predictably, slamming his fist into T’kon’s already fractured jaw. T’kon blacked out for a moment, and when he blinked himself back to the present, there was a dark corona around the edges of his vision. His ears rang, and though he felt as if he were falling, his body somehow remained still.

      “I tire of his blasphemy. I will seek counsel with my brethren. When I return, it will be with a pain bringer. If T’kon hasn’t revealed the secret before then, I will burn it out of him.” Oako spoke the words emotionlessly, then whirled and strode from the chamber.

      “Oako clearly does not remember your legendary stubbornness as well as I. You and I both know you will die before breaking to pain.” Ro’kan folded his arms, staring down at T’kon. Ro’kan’s expression was unreadable, but his fur softened to a melancholy blue. “I do not hate you, T’kon. But neither do I pity you. You gambled for greatness, and lost. I was left to rebuild, beset by the twin titans. The Yog and the Vkash both eye our remaining worlds hungrily, yet we lack the strength to defend them. So I implore you one more time: Give me the name of these human shipyards.”

      T’kon turned away from Ro’kan. It was more difficult than he’d feared, and he battled a wave of guilt. This was proving more difficult than he’d expected.

      “You disappoint me. Very well. Just remember that you left me no other choice.” Ro’kan raised his voice. “Jehanna, if you please.”

      T’kon’s breathing quickened. He’d planned to divulge the name before they involved her, but it was too late now. He closed his eyes, resisting the urge to look at her as her robes swished closer. The sound was for his benefit, as he knew she could be utterly silent when she wished.

      “Hello, T’kon,” Jehanna said, her words a balm draining the fire from his wounds. “Look at me, ri’koh.”

      T’kon’s eyes opened of their own accord. Jehanna stood there, her fur a lustrous, pearled white. “Hello, Jehanna, wife of Ro’kan. I see that you’ve earned your fourth band.” T’kon nodded at the newest stripe on her wrist.

      “I’ve grown stronger in your absence.” Jehanna smiled warmly, her fur going to soft red-pink. “Ri’koh, you will always have a piece of my heart—you know that. Please, give me the location of this world. Allow our clan to reclaim greatness. If you do, Ro’kan will let me speak the rites. He will see you buried with honor. Allow our children to remember their father’s greatness. Please, T’kon.”

      She eyed him searchingly, and T’kon could not escape that gaze. His fur was a riot of conflicting colors, his emotions a maelstrom.

      “Atreas.” T’kon heaved a heavy sigh, closing his eyes again. “The name of the world is Atreas. I can provide you star charts.”

      “I believe you.” Ro’kan’s hand rested gently on his shoulder. “I will have a sedative brought. Show me this world, and then you may rest. Tomorrow, we will allow you to seek the void. I myself will stand as second.”

      T’kon bit down on his rear molar. The payload had been delivered. Now all he could do was wait for Nolan to rescue him.
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      Waiting for the clan leader to seek him out was the single greatest test Oako had undergone since becoming a seeker. He longed to go to Ro’kan, to whisper the right things into his increasingly receptive ear.

      Yet now was not the time for bold action. Oako moved to the chamber’s edge, staring out into the roiling storm obscuring the horizon. If he approached now, Ro’kan would be suspicious. He was growing accustomed to the seekers, and the idea of seeking the Nameless Ones. Yet his old faith still lingered, and until its embers faded, Oako must tread carefully.

      “Oako.” Ro’kan’s strong voice came from the chamber’s doorway. “I am troubled. Share a horn with me, and help untangle this problem.”

      “Of course, old friend.” Oako moved to his cabinet, withdrawing his two longest horns. He filled them from the crystal flask, using last year’s fermentation. He handed a horn to Ro’kan, taking a sip from his own. “Share the burden of this trouble. I am happy to bear the weight, as always.”

      Ro’kan drank deeply of the horn, belching loudly. “I have a dilemma. The news of this Coalition world is of great value. The empress could profit greatly from it, and I want to share it with her. Yet our lingering shame prevents me from approaching her directly.”

      “Could we use one of the other clans as an intermediary?” Oako asked, though he already knew the answer.

      “I doubt they’d even receive our emissary. They’ll stand back and wait for us to fall, never lifting a finger to help. Even if they did receive us, they’d take the credit for delivering this news.” Ro’kan snarled. “It is maddening. Perhaps what is needed here is boldness. I could approach the empress directly. She would forgive the breach, given the power we bring.”

      “Perhaps, Clan Leader. I have heard that she is temperamental, and takes offense easily,” Oako cautioned. He had heard that she was temperamental, though he seriously doubted that would prevent her from leaping on the technology Ro’kan offered.

      “Hmm, then what do you suggest? You can see my dilemma.” Ro’kan upended his horn, so Oako refilled it.

      “There may be a way,” Oako mused. He refilled his own horn, clinking it against Ro’kan’s. “If you wish, I can approach Utfa. He is a seeker who attends the empress, and speaks for my order on Imperalis.”

      Ro’kan swirled his horn, considering. Oako resisted the urge to add to his argument, instead refilling Ro’kan’s drink.

      “Very well. Speak to this Utfa. Ask him to broach the subject with the empress, and see if he can arrange an audience. So long as we keep the world’s name a secret, Utfa will not be able to steal the news, so I see little risk.” Ro’kan’s fur became a warm orange. “Thank you, Oako. You have eased my mind. I will depart immediately so that you may have privacy to speak to Utfa.”

      “Thank you, friend.” Oako clapped Ro’kan on the shoulder. He smiled, waiting for Ro’kan to depart from the chamber before approaching the ancient communicator.

      The crystal screen had been cracked centuries past, but it still functioned well enough. Oako opened his arcanotome, sketching several symbols on the appropriate page. The communicator’s screen flickered reluctantly to life, connecting to a similar console thousands of light years away.

      “Have you acquired the core?” Utfa’s face filled the screen. His eyes had taken on a milky sheen, but shone with a feverish intensity.

      “I have, Emissary. I have and more.” Oako bowed low, holding it for several seconds. Utfa had been the one who had shown him the path, and given him his arcanotome. He owed Utfa everything. Oako finally straightened. “T’kon has returned, and he brings allies from the Coalition. One of those allies let slip that they have a massive shipyard, the cradle of their technology. We have acquired the location of this world. It is called Atreas, and I’m sending the relevant star charts.”

      “You were wise to bring this to me. I will present it to the empress, so that our order might claim credit.” Utfa’s fur became the soft green of satisfaction. “What of Ro’kan, and the Azi? How fare your plans?”

      “Fully a third of the warriors are mine. Not all have donned the robes, but more join daily. Ro’kan has a weak hold, and T’kon’s return has further weakened his position.”

      “Wonderful. I have another task for you. Tell Ro’kan that the empress has summoned him, and ensure that he brings those warriors who will not don the robes. Tell them there will be glorious battle, that he will be in the vanguard to raid the world he has discovered.”

      “Emissary, is that not premature? What if the empress does not launch an invasion?” Oako didn’t like contradicting Utfa, but the pulses of data from his tome were clear.

      “I will handle the empress. She will invade, and the Azi will be in the vanguard. Tell him this, and bring the core to Imperalis immediately.”

      “Of course.” Oako held his bow, even after the connection had been severed.
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      Empress Zakanna observed the training islands below her, with dozens of adepts divided into sparring pairs. Those with the greatest skill were on the highest islands, while initiates filled the lower. There were only seventy initiates—one-third the amount she had boasted at the beginning of her reign, just four years ago.

      There were so many gaps, and the initiates were too green to fill them. Yet, they worked hard to cure that. In time, they would rise to the challenge.

      Time. That was the thing she most needed, and the thing she suspected she had the least of. Her enemies were gathering, readying their strike. She didn’t know where the blow would fall, or even who might hold the blade. But the blow would come, and it would be Utfa’s hand that guided it.

      “Empress, you sent for me?” a low voice called from behind.

      She turned slowly, impressed that the adept had approached without her detecting his heartbeat. He was older than her by several years, and walked with a slight limp. He wore an easy smile, and his fur shifted from tan to grey and back again.

      “I did. You showed admirable bravery in your battle with Kokar, despite your lack of training.” She clasped her hands behind her back. “To honor you, I would offer a heart gift. What would you have, Meb?”

      She loved this part of her duties. It was by far the most enjoyable part of being empress. She gave heart gifts too often, if Utfa were any judge. She didn’t care.

      “Empress?” Meb’s fur tinged blue, just for a moment. The lack of control would never have occurred in a full initiate, much less a full monk. Meb licked his lips. “Empress, if this does not show too much temerity, my heart longs to be a part of your house. Teach me, and I will devote my life to mastery.”

      “Granted.” Zakanna smiled. “I formally adopt you into the clan of Yog. Descend to the lowest level and find Ashira. Tell her to find you a place to sleep, and to begin your training.”

      “Thank you, Empress,” Meb’s voice cracked under the weight of his emotions. In time, he’d learn to control that. He bowed deeply, holding it for many seconds. He straightened, and stepped back atop his disk. It carried him away from her island, descending from sight.

      Another disk zoomed into view, blocking the light of the sun that filtered through the spire’s crystalline walls. She frowned, immediately regretting the lapse. Zakanna schooled her features into a slightly condescending smile, donning the mask with long-practiced ease.

      The disk descended, and she was unsurprised to see Utfa step off. Of all her attendants, only he would dare risk elevating himself so high above her, or approaching without permission. Each day his temerity grew, but unfortunately his power grew with it. How long before it eclipsed her own? Had it already?

      “Ah. Welcome, seeker,” Zakanna said cheerfully. “I was just observing the training. It calms me, you see.”

      She knew that he thought her a simple child, focused on nothing but martial training and tea ceremonies. Zakanna did everything in her power to reinforce that view.

      “I have brought news, Empress. Vital news.” He gave only the most perfunctory of bows, little more than a nod, really. Nor did he ask her leave before plunging ahead with whatever he wanted to tell her. “My seekers are ever vigilant, and they seek more than the gaze of the Nameless Ones. We find many secrets, and this day we have uncovered one that will return your house to greatness.”

      “Tell me,” she demanded, adding a bit of petulance. Not too much, just a hint. Utfa was canny enough to detect an overt subterfuge.

      “We have discovered the location of the Coalition’s war fleet. It is here that their ships are born, their weapons made. The world is ripe for the plucking, naked before your wrath. If you marshall your fleets, and include Takkar’s, they will not be able to stop you.”

      “Interesting. I’d very much like to seize their technology. The idea that they can manufacture cores is intriguing, don’t you think?”

      Utfa’s eyes narrowed. “It is heresy, and must be stamped out, Empress.”

      “I’m sure you’re right. I’d like to invade, but Takkar’s fleet is in shambles. He will be useless. I must have his ships repaired before we can begin. That process will take weeks.”

      “I have taken the liberty of speeding the repairs, Empress. They will be complete in two standard days,” Utfa explained.

      Decades of training served her well. She veiled her rage, knowing that Utfa must have moved Nyar ships in order to effect repairs on Takkar’s. That was a power that she alone was supposed to wield, yet Utfa had convinced members of her clan to do as he wished, without so much as consulting her.

      “Thank you, Utfa. You are so very thoughtful. I will begin making preparations to join my fleet.”

      “Empress, if I may. Your reign is…delicate. Leaving Imperalis now of all times is exceedingly dangerous. Takkar, despite his recent loss, is still our finest fleet leader. Give him another chance. Give him charge of your fleets, and allow him to lay this world at your feet.”

      Utfa clearly expected her to capitulate. Did she have a choice? The idea of remaining here while her fleets were absent—it invited assassination.

      “I will give Takkar command, and I will entrust six of my dreadnoughts to his fleet. The seventh will remain here, as a symbol of my power.”

      “Are you certain that is wise, Empress? This Coalition has proven resourceful. Every ship will be needed.”

      Utfa didn’t bother to hide his annoyance at her resistance, but in this she had no other choice. She must keep at least a token force here to defend herself. To do otherwise was madness.

      “Thank you for your counsel, but in this I know my own mind. My dreadnought remains here, so the people may see it and know I watch over them.” She added a hint of petulance, and a dash of self-entitlement.

      “Very well, Empress. If you wish it, of course it shall be so.”

      “Was there anything else, Utfa?”

      “A minor detail. Given that the Azi clan aided us in the finding of this knowledge, I thought it fitting that their fleet be in the vanguard.” Utfa watched her with his milky eyes, sending a shiver of fear through her.

      “Very well.” She waved magnanimously. “It is a minor favor. I grant it.”

      “Thank you, Empress.” Utfa stepped atop his disk, zooming away without asking her permission.

      She sighed. Games within games, all to stave off her enemies for another day.
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      Khar had learned the temple gardens well during his enforced stay. He’d endlessly paced each of the winding paths, and while he still appreciated the austere beauty of the flowers, his confinement had begun to wear on him.

      A golden tray containing some sort of filleted meat floated up to him, and he sampled a slice. Unfortunately, he had no real sense of taste. His body could break down the proteins into usable repair materials, but the joy of feasting on fresh meat was gone.

      The tray followed him as he paced, trying to understand what to do next. In theory, he was supposed to be rewarded for winning his battle, but he had no idea how or when. In the meantime, all he could do was wait and observe his surroundings.

      It was something Khar had a great deal of experience with. He’d never forget languishing aboard the Primo carrier, First Light, months rolling by while he and Dryker waited for the Primo to call their conclave. Surely this would be nothing compared to that. Still, he could not stop monitoring his chronometer.

      A transport disk zoomed into view, then moved to hover near his feet. Khar looked around, but there was no crowd above. No cheering, or sounds of combat. So, it probably was not carrying him to a fight. Where then? “I suppose it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

      Khar stepped atop the disk, crouching to keep his balance as it zipped upward. He wound slowly past several islands, and used the opportunity to study them. Most had clusters of spires, miniature versions of the ones they floated inside.

      Ganog adepts walked the gardens between them, moving with no apparent care or worry. They lived a completely monastic lifestyle, one that Khar couldn’t really claim to understand.

      He floated past a wider island, which contained a park filled with vibrant blue trees. The disk continued past another island where a dozen Ganog were sparring. It passed more temples, all more elaborate than the one he’d been waiting at.

      Nowhere did he see a chair, or a bed. So far as he could tell, the Ganog didn’t use furniture or utensils. Possessions of any kind were rare. Storage devices were built artfully into walls, and were nearly invisible when closed. It was a much different culture, and one Khar admitted he was curious about.

      The platform entered a largely empty area, then passed a cluster of more opulent islands. They were filled with fluted spires, pools, and gardens. The disk finally stopped above an island at the edge of the others. A woman stood on the very lip of the island, gazing down at the islands below. Her violet fur ruffled in the breeze, and her hands were clasped behind her back.

      She didn’t turn or react when the platform stopped a dozen meters behind her. Khar hopped down, making sure to grunt when he landed. If the sound alerted the woman, she didn’t show it. Khar was unsure how to proceed, so he waited.

      It gave him time to study the woman more closely. As expected, it was the elegantly furred Ganog from the arena matches. Her ivory-colored robes were immaculate, but her bare toes wriggled in the blue grass that covered much of the island. The artificial wind played across her fur, giving it an iridescent sheen.

      He couldn’t accurately judge Ganog age, but she seemed young. Newly come into the responsibilities of adulthood and leadership.

      “You sent for me?” Khar finally said. He was positive she knew he was here, so she must be waiting for him to do something.

      The woman turned, eyeing him curiously. “You do not use the traditional forms. And your face is covered in my presence.”

      Khar realized he’d misstepped, but not how or why. There was so much he didn’t understand. He removed his helmet, tucking it under his arm. His first four words had been damaging, and he assumed the next four would be worse. So he said nothing.

      “What species are you?” she asked, approaching slowly. She moved like a dancer, flowing from step to step.

      Khar sensed a lifetime of training, despite her apparent youth. “I am Tigris,” he said, simply.

      “Yes, I’d assumed so.” She walked a slow circle around him.

      “You know of my kind then?” Khar rumbled. His tail swished behind him, until he willed it to stillness.

      “I’ve recently become acquainted with them, yes. The Vkash clan says you invaded our space, and that they’ve wiped out several of your fleets.” She paused in front of him, taking his chin gently in one hand. She turned him one way, then the other, as if inspecting a beast of burden. “You are an interesting species. Powerful, clearly. And a predator, like my own species.”

      “You’re not concerned to have an enemy in your midst?” Khar thought her demeanor odd. She seemed so…relaxed.

      “I am confident in my ability to defend myself.” She pursed her lips, circling him again. “You are larger than I’d been led to expect, but even after seeing you battle an elite I cannot see how your kind overcame Takkar.”

      “Good. I hope you continue to underestimate us,” Khar shot back. Since he was here, he wanted answers. “There will be vengeance for your unprovoked assaults upon the Coalition, I can assure you of that. Mighty Fizgig will teach you to fear the Tigris.”

      “They were not my unprovoked attacks. I didn’t attack your people, at least not yet. The Vkash did, and Takkar was well within his rights to launch just such an assault. If your species is strong, you will resist. If not, you will be conquered. Your people have a different way?” She stopped behind him.

      Khar hesitated. He wanted to say yes, but the truth was both humanity and the Tigris were conquering species. They’d only ended their war because the Primo had threatened both sides.

      “No, not so different I suppose. What will you do with me now that you know what I am?” Khar asked.

      “Do? I don’t understand.”

      “I’m an enemy. Surely you cannot allow me to walk free. You will seek the military secrets of my people, and I will die before giving them up.” Khar folded his arms, staring hard at her.

      “I have offered you bok’sha, and I will feast you for the customary nine days. After that time? You may depart if you wish. What do I care for one enemy warrior from a soon-to-be-conquered species? Surely you cannot believe you are of that much importance.” She gave a musical laugh. “I asked you here so that I might grant you a heart gift, not interrogate you.”

      “What is this ‘heart gift’?” Khar asked, dubiously. He forced himself to relax.

      “Make the request that is in your heart, and I will do my utmost to see it fulfilled.”

      “I wish to be sent home to my people,” Khar said, without hesitation.

      “Granted. All I ask is that you adhere to our customs. Nine days, and I will warp you to the location of your choosing.”
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      Khar stepped from the transport disk onto one of the wider islands, at the bottom of what he took to be the empress’s cluster. Two dozen Ganog adepts paired off, each launching a flurry of graceful kicks and punches. Every last adept was skilled, though some were clearly masters while others made basic mistakes.

      Their art was different than the Tigris style. Tigris were taught overwhelming force and blinding speed—overcome your enemy through sheer ferocity. The way these Ganog fought was more about control. Control of your own body, and control of momentum. They redirected their opponents, using their own force against them.

      One of the Ganog bowed to his opponent, then came trotting over to Khar. He was taller than Khar by a few inches, though less heavily muscled. He wore the same white robe as the rest of the initiates, but where they all had at least one yellow band around the right wrist, his was empty.

      “Ahh, I see you’ve been allowed to practice with us.” The Ganog bowed, giving a welcoming smile. “We did not have time to speak before. I am called Meb.”

      “You were the Ganog that survived the fight with the elite.” Khar returned the smile. “Rejoicing in shared survival is one of the ways of my people.”

      “It is so among the Ganog as well. Perhaps it is that way with all warriors, this rejoicing in survival.” Meb’s feet slid into a combat stance, and he raised a single hand over his shoulder, like a striking serpent. “As you are here, would you like to participate in the sparring? After seeing you fight I do not seek to win, but I’ve no doubt you could teach me.”

      “Maybe, but the style would be far different than what you’re learning here.” Khar glanced at some of the more proficient adepts. “Training in multiple styles can be confusing, even for veterans. Yet Mighty Fizgig always teaches that we must never stop learning.”

      Khar stepped forward, mimicking Meb’s stance. He watched the Ganog’s body carefully, waiting for the bout to begin. His enhanced sensors mapped every minute movement, from the flaring of Meb’s lower nostrils to the faint perspiration.

      Meb glided forward, launching a low kick. Khar hopped backwards, allowing Meb’s foot to pass harmlessly by. He pounced, slamming his knee up toward Meb’s groin. Both of Meb’s arms shot down, his palms pressing against Khar’s knee. He used Khar’s momentum, flinging himself backwards into a showy flip.

      Khar tracked his flight, waiting until the last instant to begin his kick. His foot shot up, catching Meb in the chest. The force of the blow sent Meb spinning backward, and the Ganog tumbled across the grass. He quickly regained control, rolling back to his feet.

      “Your speed is truly impressive,” Meb called weakly, rubbing at his chest. “What would you suggest I do differently?”

      Khar cocked his head, considering. “Your style offers some advantages, but it feels very defensive. That can be a strength, but if you are going to fight defensively you can never allow a moment where you cannot predict what your opponent will do.”

      “Ahh.” Meb smiled sheepishly. “So, moving away from you may have been correct, but taking my eye off you was foolish.”

      “Something like that. I am no master, though I stand close,” Khar admitted, with more than a touch of pride. He was a skilled fighter, made infinitely more so by his technological marvel of a body. He’d not been recognized as a master, but if he were to return and test now, he knew he would be.

      Khar felt eyes upon him, and glanced up. A shock of ice washed through him as he saw Zakanna once again staring down at him. She smiled mischievously, then disappeared from view.

      “You intrigue her, I think,” Meb called, circling Khar warily. “I can see why. You fight unlike any of our people. You have the brute strength of an elite, but the finesse of an adept.”

      Khar leapt, launching a pair of punches at Meb’s chest. Meb blurred forward, seizing Khar’s wrist. He twisted, flinging Khar across the grass. Khar rolled easily to his feet, scything a kick backward as Meb sought to capitalize. The blow flung Meb back into the grass again.

      Khar stared at the metrics flowing past his HUD. “How are you able to move that quickly? It shouldn’t be possible. Not for an un-enhanced person. Do you use cybernetics to enhance your speed?”

      “No.” Meb barked a laugh, giving an infectious smile. “What you see is our metabiology. Ganog can, if we study and practice, learn to control our bodies. Elites use this to grow in size and strength, harnessing far more than their bodies would normally be capable of. Adepts seek to master the whole of our bodies, to control everything from our heartbeat to our metabolic rate.”

      “I’ve noticed that your fur doesn’t seem to change color. At least, not as dramatically as the elites I’ve encountered,” Khar pointed out.

      Meb’s fur darkened to a purple-pink, and he glanced away. “I still lack control. That shouldn’t have happened. Our fur should never betray our emotions, unless we are undisciplined. Once I am a full adept, I will never show my feelings this way again.”

      Khar nodded as Meb began circling again. He was on the verge of asking another question, but hesitated. He wanted to know more about this metabiology—and while that was good, his reasons for doing so were not. He needed to collect data about the enemy, and return it to Fizgig.

      He couldn’t afford to make friends here, not when he’d likely be called upon to kill these people in the very near future. He didn’t have the luxury of curiosity, nor could he afford the burden of friendship.

      Khar met Meb’s next attack, knocking the Ganog hard to the ground.
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      "Today's shaping up like a bad day took a dump on a worse day, and the whole pile got left out in the sun," Annie groused. She spit a gob of black into the wet dirt, staring up at the roiling sky. "What kind of planet has a purple sky anyway?"

      Nolan knew the rest of the squad was even more stressed; they just showed it differently. Nuchik muttered under her breath. Even Hannan wore the kind of frown he only saw when she dressed down raw recruits.

      Their mechs were parked in a ravine, sheltered above by a rocky outcrop. Unless someone flew a low pass, it would be nearly impossible for them to be spotted from the air. Once the storm faded, he had no doubt that the Azi would begin hunting for them.

      "We have a plan, sir?" Hannan asked.

      "I'm working on it." Nolan said, trying to sound confident. The dilemma was intense. They were without a ship, and the only place they might get one was the spire. Unfortunately, they lacked the firepower to take the spire. So what the hell were they going to do?

      He surveyed their assets: three mechs and his personnel. He wished he'd gotten his own mech off the ship. Piloting Annie's wasn't the same, and left the squad down a lot of firepower.

      "That's it!" Nolan leapt to his feet. "My mech has a quantum transponder."

      "By now they could be across the galaxy," Hannan pointed out sourly. "Even if they aren't, the transponder won't work if the cloak is engaged."

      "But the communications will," Nolan realized aloud. "Aluki and Lena are still on the ship. Lena, at least, has been trained to seek cover inside of a mech in the event of trouble. Since there's only one mech on the ship, that means she might be inside mine. If we open a channel, she might respond."

      "That just might work." Annie barked a short, harsh laugh. "One of these days you're going to be out of clever solutions, but I'm damnably glad that day ain't today."

      Nolan pulled his comm from his pocket, thumbing the screen open. He tapped the comm icon, requesting a connection with his mech. For a long moment the connecting icon flashed across his screen, then Lena's furry face filled the screen.

      "Captain," she whispered, bathed in the soft glow of the cockpit. "Sissus took the ship. The Saurians haven't tried to open the mech yet. They don't have the codes, and they know it, so hopefully they won't try. What should I do if they try to get in?"

      "Wake up the core and have Kay take over, but only if they try to get in. Otherwise, sit tight. Can you give me a situation report? Where are you and what's going on around you?"

      "The ship has set down, a short distance from the original landing zone. The cruiser definitely took damage, I could feel the ship rattling as it landed," Lena explained. Talking seemed to calm her, and her ears perked up a bit. "Hold on. Yes, it looks like the ramp is going down. The Saurians have moved outside, and are attempting to effect repairs."

      "That means the cloaking is down." Nolan laughed. He tapped the locator on his comm, giving a whoop when the screen showed a green ping. "They're only about ten clicks away."

      Nolan stared up at the sky, lightning still flashing occasionally in the distance. "They may have set down to wait it out or to fix the engine. Either way, we need to hightail it out there before they have a chance to lift off. Sissus may not realize we can track him, and we could get the drop on him."

      "If we leave now, we can cover ten clicks in a couple hours. That would put it after dark when we arrive," Nuchik said, to everyone's surprise. She seemed uncomfortable with the attention, and looked pointedly at the action on her rifle.

      "Get saddled up. Annie, you can pilot your mech. I'll ride on the shoulder mount. Nuchik, you can do the same with Hannan's mech. Circle south, and see if we can keep that big hill between us and them until after dark." Nolan ordered.

      "Move, people," Hannan boomed. The squad leapt into motion.

      In moments, they were ready to move out. Nolan scaled Annie's mech, carefully resting against the missile tubes along the shoulder. For once, he wasn't upset about the lack of ordnance. Sitting on top of loaded tubes seemed like a recipe for becoming fine red mist.

      Annie's mech loped through the darkness, knocking Nolan about. He clung to the missile tubes, teeth chattering as the wind picked up. He was almost as annoyed about losing his helmet as he was his mech. Sissus was going to pay.

      The squad moved in silence, using nothing but their running lights to illuminate the path. It wasn't comfortable, but Nolan didn't mind a little discomfort if it got him into position for a little payback. Their plan to deliver the payload had been perfect, but thanks to Sissus, T'kon could already be dead.

      They circled the wide stone hill, a single piece of granite that had glowed in the light of the setting sun. Now it loomed in the darkness, shielding their progress from Sissus and his Saurians.

      They reached the end of the rock, and Nolan spotted lights in the distance.

      "Sir, I've got a confirmed sighting on the ship," Hannan whispered into the comm. Her mech had ranged about half a click ahead.

      "Get into position with Nuchik, and give me footage as soon as you have it. Annie, go the opposite direction. Set up at a ninety-degree angle so we'll have a crossfire."

      The squad executed his orders, their bulky shapes moving off into the darkness.

      Nolan focused on the lights, which grew larger as they approached. The ship was parked on a rocky clearing, its ramp open. Half a dozen Saurians were clustered around a scaffold they'd erected beneath the engines, effecting repairs.

      "I've got a visual on Sissus," Nuchik said over the comm.

      "Hannan, what else do you see?" Nolan demanded.

      "The Saurians look confused. I think they're having problems with the repairs. There are scorch marks around the engine, probably a blown thruster."

      "Sir," Nuchik began, "if I'm going to take the shot--"

      "Hold your fire, Nuchik. It's okay if--"

      A streak of blue lit the night, streaking toward the parked cruiser. Nolan couldn't make out details at this range, but the shot caught a Saurian in the head. It was flung backwards twenty meters and didn't rise. The shot sent its companions into a panic, and they began scrambling for weapons.

      "What the hell was that, Nuchik?" Hannan demanded. "You just disobeyed a direct order."

      "I had a shot, and I took--," Nuchik began.

      "We'll deal with your insubordination later," Nolan cut in. "For now, we have a fight to win. Annie, Hannan--close to short range. Warning shots only. We've got mechs, and they've got a wounded bird. We've already won this fight. There's no reason anyone else has to die."

      "There was every reason for that bastard to die," Nuchik snarled over the comm. "That scaly traitor betrayed us, and I don't leave enemies behind."

      "You know," Hannan said. "For someone who looked down on the 14th, you've got a real discipline problem, Nuchik. If the old UFC was around, you'd have been right at home with us slackers."

      "I. Said. Stow it!" Nolan roared. "I am in no mood for this crap. Secure that ship. Now."

      Hannan's mech advanced into the lights around the ship, followed by Annie's. At the sight of the mechs, the Saurians immediately ceased all resistance. They laid down next to the ramp, and placed their hands behind their backs.

      "All right people, get those Saurians disarmed and into the ship. Aluki, do you have access to the comm?" Nolan asked.

      "Mmm, I'm here, Captain." Aluki's tone was contrite. "Apologies for the hasty departure, but I wasn't given much choice by the Saurians."

      "I'm just glad you're safe. I'm going to need you and Annie to get that engine up and running. We need to get T'kon, and we need to do it before dawn."

      Nolan's teeth continued to chatter, and he was grateful when Annie's mech finally ducked inside the hangar.

      He only hoped they could still pull this off.
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      T’kon sank into a lotus position, tucking his legs underneath him. He held his back straight, his head erect. The motion had been performed hundreds of times, though never in front of so many onlookers. Every member of the Azi warrior caste was present, as were an alarming number of seekers.

      After he’d come to a full resting position, other Ganog began to do the same. They settled to the chamber’s smooth grey stone, dozens of the most influential Azi. T’kon knew them all, had fought and laughed with them. There was no laughter today.

      The warriors wore grim, grey fur, marking the gravity of the ceremony. They knew one of their own was about to die. The black-robes’ expressions were more dour, as if they disapproved, or were simply impatient to be about whatever their dark work might demand.

      “T’kon of the Azi clan.” Ro’kan’s clear voice carried through the room. He stepped around to stand in front of T’kon, cutting an impressive figure in his full ceremonial armor. The azure armor hugged an impressively muscled physique, one even T’kon had to admit was worthy of a warrior. In his hands, Ro’kan cradled Azi’s Fang, the weapon that T’kon had wielded for four years while he’d held the position of clan leader. “Today, we have come to accept your atonement. Today, your transgressions are wiped clean, your body prepared, your soul placed before the Nameless Ones.”

      T’kon’s eyes snapped up to Ro’kan. Harsh whispers passed through the warriors, and their fur went dark. “What are you doing, Ro’kan? I do not seek the gaze of the Nameless Ones. You promised to perform the rites.”

      “And perform them I shall.” Ro’kan took Azi’s Fang in one hand, pointing the blade at T’kon. “I did not say which rites. Today, you shall be offered to the Nameless Ones. Your soul will be consumed, and when it is gone, we will feast upon your flesh.”

      “No!” Jehanna shot to her feet. “This isn’t right, Ro’kan. You gave your word, and now you are twisting it. T’kon was to be accorded honor.”

      “Your feelings for your former mate are understandable. I am sympathetic, my love. I take no joy in what I must do.” Ro’kan looked genuinely conflicted. “Yet, the seekers have spoken. T’kon’s ways are heretical, and he has committed blasphemy. His offenses will draw the gaze of the Nameless Ones, and unless we offer him, that gaze will also fall on the Azi. I do what I must to protect our people.”

      Murmurs passed through the black robes, and streams of purple pulses flowed rapidly between their temples and their arcanotomes. They began rising to their feet, one by one.

      Oako was the last, and stepped from their ranks. “You know what must be done, Ro’kan.” He stared hard at the clan leader.

      T’kon was understandably surprised when a voice spoke directly into his ear. It was Nolan. “T’kon, I’m hoping you’re still receiving. We’ve got a lock on your position. Stand by for extraction.”

      No one else heard it, of course. They were still focused on the tension between black-robes and warriors, the few adepts moving to stand with their warrior brethren. That tension thickened, threatening to suffocate them all.

      T’kon rose to his feet, drawing every eye in the room. He turned to Ro’kan, shaking his head sadly. “This is not the way, little brother. I know you seek to regain our strength, that you do what you must to protect our clan. I know that I have caused you to be in this predicament, and I wish more than anything that I could balance the weight of my actions. I cannot. Yet allying with the seekers is the worst form of madness.”

      “Heretic,” Oako roared, stabbing a finger accusingly in T’kon’s direction. “Silence him, Ro’kan. Give him to the Nameless Ones, before it is too late.”

      As if to punctuate his words, the spire rumbled, and a layer of dust rained from the vaulted ceiling. The stone exploded, huge chunks spraying into the room. The hole was massive, covering a hundred-meter span. Most of that hole stood over the black robes.

      T’kon was already in motion, sprinting away from the falling stone. It plummeted to the ground with earthshaking impacts, smashing limbs or entire bodies. Many of the black robes stared up dumbly, doing nothing to avoid their own fates.

      The warriors were affected, too, but most reacted more quickly. They leapt away from falling stone, or raised armored arms to protect themselves.

      A wash of thrusters whined above, hot grit shooting through the room. Then a familiar cruiser backed through the hole, its cargo doors open. The ship descended quickly, its four turrets raking the crowd with plasma fire. Warriors fell back, beginning their breathing.

      In the time it took them to transform, the ship wasn’t idle. It dropped lower, and Saurians began leaping out. They carried rifles, opening up on the elites. The Ganog fell back, their ranks falling to chaos—chaos T’kon knew wouldn’t last. They’d been surprised, but that surprise would be fleeting.

      “Knock, knock, you furry bastards.” Annie’s drawl boomed from the back of the ship. Her mech came leaping out, vomiting a dozen missiles into the black-robes. Explosions lit the room; screaming Ganog were flung in random directions. Few rose, their blackened forms covered in superheated flame.

      Two more mechs jumped out, each unleashing a volley of missiles. Where they landed, Azi died. Part of T’kon died with them, cringing with every explosion. He did not dare search the conflict to see where Jehanna was. He could not face the possible answer.

      T’kon sprinted toward the cruiser, leaping up the ramp and into safety. Nuchik was crouched inside, smoothly picking off targets with her rifle. Nolan’s mech idled next to her, his particle cannon firing shots into the mass of Ganog outside.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here, people.” Nolan barked over the loudspeakers. Mechs began retreating back inside, still firing as the cruiser lifted into the air. The ramp rolled slowly closed, as the cruiser climbed safely back through the hole it had created.

      T’kon was grateful that he could no longer see the combat. He wished he could tune out the screams of the dying.

      Friend and foe alike, all were family.
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      Utfa slept, yet this was no dream. It was too crisp. Too detailed. It had the feel of a dream fragment, sent by an arcanotome. Theoretically, it should be impossible for any other seeker to ensnare him in such a way, or even to intrude on his mind at all. Yet here he was.

      He stood on an unfamiliar world, a rocky planet bathed in the hellish green glow of a nebula. Before him stood a low, stone altar, no higher than his knees. It was covered in sigils, drawn with a dark, purple ink. That ink ran and bled even as he watched, the sigils slowly sliding down as if they’d been applied only moments before.

      He raised his head, flaring all four nostrils. The sigils had the tangy scent of blood. Ganog blood.

      Utfa turned in a slow circle, surveying the area around him. A temple had been carved directly into the rock, the face of a terrible, eldritch god covering the rock face next to him.

      Where that monster’s mouth should have been lay an opening—a terrible, yawning darkness. A low, keening moan emanated from the mouth, either the result of wind or the voice of something terrible that lay within.

      Utfa looked down, and realized he was holding a ceremonial, stone dagger. Had that been there a moment before? He studied the blade. The stone was worn smooth—an ancient weapon used countless times. Such weapons were used to make offerings to the Nameless Ones.

      He looked more closely at the altar, noting the bowl atop it. That had definitely not been there a moment ago. The bowl was cut from the same stone as the altar—and, like the altar, had freshly drawn sigils covering its surface.

      The bowl was about half full of a thick, viscous fluid. He sniffed. More blood. Sharp pain shot through Utfa’s palm, and he snapped the hand up for inspection. A deep gash ran from the top of his index finger all the way down to his wrist. The wound had been made by a sharp weapon—sharp like the obsidian blade of the dagger he held in his other hand.

      “The day of our return grows near,” a deep voice keened, through the opening in the rock face.

      Utfa backpedaled several steps, terrified. He stared at the mouth, praying that nothing would issue forth.

      “You are the vessel of that return. You have sought our gaze for long years, and now, finally, you have found it.”

      Utfa fell bonelessly to his knees, dropping the dagger next to the altar. No seeker could have conjured this, yet there was someone who could. Someone who’d built the arcanotomes.

      The Nameless Ones themselves.

      “More trials remain, and the next is the most important. You must seize the world of Imperalis. You must end the empress, and her line.” The voice came from the terrible mouth, and this time the lips moved. The eyes of the terrible statue began to glow with the same violet that covered his tome back in the waking world.

      “I will see it done.” Utfa finally managed. Yet how would he see it done? He might be able to kill the empress, if he were careful. But unseating the Yog would mean war with the Nyar. His clan was not strong enough.

      “Fear not, servant. The tools await you. When we departed this space, we left powerful guardians. You will find them and wake them. They will help you secure this world.”

      Utfa quaked, unable to gaze upon that terrible face any longer. Yet even in his fear, he hungered for the power offered by the Nameless Ones.
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      Khar hopped off his transport disk, uncertain what to expect. He’d arrived at a temple on the highest island he’d yet been allowed on—all fluted white columns. Unlike most of the other islands, this one had real buildings. Many of the columns supported a heavy marble roof, though the walls stood open.

      As with every other time he’d been picked up by a transport disk, no reason for the summons was given. Khar had no idea why he’d been called here, so he cautiously approached a gathering of Ganog near the center of the temple.

      The empress stood at the center of that crowd, attendants ringing the dais she stood atop. They formed a small cloud on three sides, while the fourth was left open.

      As Khar watched, an adept hopped from a nearby transport disk and walked briskly toward the empress. He approached up a marbled path, pausing to bow a few feet from the dais. The empress nodded regally, and the pair spoke.

      Khar moved closer, but the conversation ended before he could catch anything. The Ganog bowed, then moved to join the group of attendants around the empress. Khar wasn’t positive how he was supposed to approach, but suspected that was part of the test. The empress wanted to see how he reacted to unfamiliar situations. Putting him off balance might get him to reveal something vital about the Coalition.

      Khar moved slowly up the path, walking with the same dignified pace the adept had used. He paused in the same spot, two meters from the dais. His bow wasn’t as low as the adept’s had been, and he noted the disapproving stares from most of the attendants—particularly the zealots in the black robes, though from what little he’d seen they eyed everything disapprovingly.

      “You summoned me?” Khar asked. He didn’t give the empress a title or honorific; judging from the stiffening frowns, that was a definite slight. He cringed inwardly. He hadn’t meant offense, though in his defense he didn’t owe this woman allegiance.

      “I did,” Zakanna replied, a musical lilt to her voice as if she were on the verge of song. “Tell me, Khar of Pride Leonis, why did your people ally with their sworn enemies?”

      Khar was utterly unprepared for the question. His tail swished languidly as he gathered his thoughts. “I assume you are speaking of the humans, yes?”

      “I am. I have been studying your history, and it seems that not long ago you and these humans were the bitterest of enemies.” The empress walked to the edge of the dais with measured, graceful steps. She stared down at him, and as he had before Khar went rigid, allowing her to inspect him.

      “My people do not like being used. Our government had been infiltrated by a race called the Gorthians, as had humanity’s. When it became clear that we were both being manipulated, we banded together to remove a greater threat.” Khar knew he wasn’t revealing anything she couldn’t have obtained through a standard data core, yet he also knew the danger in cooperation. If he got into the habit of answering her questions, he might reveal something he hadn’t intended. No doubt that was exactly what she was counting on.

      “Oh, that part I understand. What I do not understand is why that alliance continued after you’d disposed of this Gorthian. Why form your Coalition of United Races? Why not simply rebuild your own empire, then conquer humanity when you were ready? Your technology was stronger, your ferocity greater.”

      “Our people were few, our worlds barren. It’s true that we could have rebuilt something like what we’d had before the Void Wraith darkened our skies, yet we did not. The war taught us something vital. Humans are resourceful and tenacious, and I call more than a few of them friend. With their aid, we can be far greater than we ever were standing alone. Besides, the Primo had already agreed to join the Coalition. We needed their technology.”

      “Ah, we’ve hit upon the true motive, I think.” The empress looked Khar directly in the eye. “These Primo, whom my people have yet to encounter, have the greatest technology. In joining this Coalition, your people received access to that technology.”

      Khar was silent, a growing surge of irritation eroding his patience. He was already tired of her questions. “Empress, allow me to be perfectly clear. I will not betray my people. I will tell you nothing of our technology or our tactics.” Khar clamped his jaw shut, glaring at the woman. He hated how much he enjoyed conversing with her, and saw the trap before him. If he became friends with her, his loyalties would be divided. He would not allow that.

      “I have not asked you to divulge secrets, either technological or tactical.” The empress gave a soft laugh, and many of the attendants echoed it. None of the black robes were among those who laughed. “I do not seek to cause you to betray your people, but I can see that you quite naturally assume otherwise. Very well, enough of my questions. I assure you they were merely curiosity, but it was rude of me to pry. Allow me to make amends. I will allow you to stand among my attendants, watching as I dispense justice and heart gifts to those worthy. Nothing will be asked of you. You may watch me speak to my fleet leaders, and if you wish, you may even attack me, though I would not recommend doing so.”

      “Why? This risk makes no sense. What if I escape?” Khar demanded, unexpected anger bubbling up. His emotions were more muted now that he had a synthetic body, but his brain and his nervous system were still very much Tigris.

      “You raise an excellent point. Give me your word you will not attempt to run until the days of bok’sha are over. Do that, and you may observe everything during that time. If, at the end of it, you wish to return to your people with this knowledge, I will allow it. Is this a fair arrangement?”

      Khar looked for the hidden hook. He knew it was there, but try as he might, he couldn’t see it. The kind of intel she was offering could not be passed up, and every last commander in the fleet would take it if given the chance. Would she kill him before the 9th day? Find some way to brainwash him?

      Khar had no idea what her plan ultimately was, but he resolved to be ready when the blow fell.

      “It is agreeable.” Khar extended a hand.

      The empress eyed it curiously, then her eyes widened in understanding. She shook his hand. “Then stay, Khar of Pride Leonis. Stay and learn.” The empress trailed off, facing away from Khar.

      He shifted to see what had caught her attention, noting a large transport disk. Half a dozen black-robed figures stepped off, surrounding a taller Ganog with milky eyes.

      Khar moved to stand behind the other attendants, watching as the black-robes approached. Pulses of light flowed continuously from the cables attached to their temples into the strange books they all seemed to carry. Computer of some sort, Khar guessed.

      “Empress,” the lead black-robe muttered. He inclined his head slightly. Many of the attendants whispered, as they had when Khar had shown the empress disrespect.

      “Utfa, your presence is always welcome.” Zakanna smiled warmly at the black-robe, though that smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Have you come to advise me?”

      “I have, Empress.” Utfa finally bowed, though not very deeply. When he rose, he fixed her with those milky eyes. “I have had a dream, Empress—one I do not think should be dismissed lightly. I dreamed that the Coalition was mobilizing for war, and that if we did not move swiftly our fleet would be wiped out.”

      Zakanna blinked, licking her lips before speaking. “Are you suggesting we deploy the fleet now?”

      “I am, Empress. Send the dreadnoughts, immediately. Please, do it now or we will pay a furious price,” Utfa said. He sounded desperate, and if it was an act it was a clever one. Khar’s sensors could detect his vital signs, but he didn’t have enough data to detect whether a Ganog was lying.

      “Surely the assault can wait a few days. Repairs on the Vkash fleet are not yet complete,” Zakanna protested. “We are far more likely to lose a battle if our ships are still damaged before it begins.”

      “Empress, I must insist—” Utfa began.

      “You must do nothing,” Zakanna snapped. Her eyes flashed, and fiery red rippled through her fur. Whispers passed through the crowd. “I have grown to depend on you, Utfa, and in a way, it is my fault that you have overstepped your place. I have allowed too much latitude.” Her eyes narrowed.

      “Are you certain you wish to ignore my wisdom, Empress?” Utfa asked, his breathy voice just above a whisper. The threat hung in the air between them, and Khar caught a flash of fear in Zakanna’s gaze.

      She froze, seemingly unable to summon words. Finally, she spoke in a quiet voice. “I will begin the preparations.”
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      Takkar flared his lower nostrils, drinking deeply of the recycled air as he stepped out onto his balcony. Standing here filled him with power and confidence. From here, he’d orchestrated the destruction of a dozen worlds, and the conquest of three dozen others.

      Yet today, it failed to inspire him. Partly that was because of the recent events, but mostly it was because of the view above. His fleet was assembling, moving slowly away from the cylindrical berths where techsmiths had swarmed, working their will on damaged turrets and fractured armor.

      He should be grateful that the empress had tended to his fleet at all, yet anger still smoldered in his chest. She’d restored all five of the main cannons, the gleaming barrels a brighter white than the rest of the ship around it. She’d restored many of the turrets, perhaps fifty percent per vessel.

      The worst of the gashes had been closed, including the one the enemy fighters had used to enter his flagship. Yet the scars remained. Half the turrets were too damaged to fire. The hull was battered and pitted, with some sections weaker than others.

      Almost, Takkar opened a channel to the empress. Almost, he asked her why she did not wait another ten-day, or ideally why she did not wait three. Yet he did not. It could be construed as greed rather than prudence, and he knew he balanced on the tip of a spire. One sudden gust of wind and he’d be knocked into the abyss.

      He knew that launching the attack prematurely was a mistake. This Fizgig was simply too canny a leader, and had already had several ten-days to prepare for his coming. He wasn’t naive enough to assume they’d find this factory world undefended. She would be there, waiting.

      His only hope lay in springing the trap, and somehow overcoming her. That was going to be damnably difficult with still-damaged ships.

      “Clan Leader, I have been assigned to guide you.” A raspy voice came from behind.

      Takkar turned, his fur reddening as he faced the speaker. It was one of those cursed black-robes, a skinny male with sunken eyes.

      “To guide me?” Takkar asked. He walked toward the seeker. “My techsmith hasn’t arrived. I take it you are the cause of this?”

      “That is correct, Fleet Leader. I took the liberty—”

      Takkar stopped listening. He lunged at the black-robe, seizing him by the cable that connected his temple to the arcanotome. Takkar took three running steps, and heaved the black robe over the side of his island. The fool screeched his shock, arms windmilling and robes flapping as he fell. He made it all the way down to the fourteenth island, where Takkar’s elites were dining. The black robe smashed to the ground near one of their tables, every bone shattered. After a moment the warriors began to laugh.

      Takkar smiled, too, his fur lightening. He tapped a button on the backside of his gauntlet, waiting patiently for the long seconds it took a techsmith to arrive.

      “You summoned me, Clan Leader?” the Saurian asked, stepping reluctantly from her disk.

      “I did. You will attend me, as you usually do. If a black-robe seeks to take your place, have my warriors tear them apart. A few more deaths and I imagine they’ll get the message.”

      “Of course, Clan Leader.” The Saurian gave a low, correct bow. “Clan Leader, a message request was received three minutes ago, and has not been addressed.”

      “Who is it?” Takkar demanded. He wasn’t terribly popular since his defeat, and requests for audiences were vanishingly rare.

      “Ro’kan, of the Azi clan.” She finally straightened. “Shall I open a connection?”

      “Do it.” Takkar turned to face the holo unit built into the pedestal near the center of his island. It saw little use, as he preferred face-to-face meetings, but warping a man he’d never met onto his island without first asking permission would likely earn him an enemy. He had too many of those as it was, and Ro’kan had cause enough to hate him. No need to fuel that.

      The holo unit hummed to life, displaying a lifelike representation of Ro’kan’s island. Unlike Takkar, Ro’kan was surrounded by a cloud of attendants. It was one of the most obvious signs of inexperience. That many voices caused confusion when a Fleet Leader most needed clarity.

      “What do you wish of me, Ro’kan?” Takkar asked. His eyes narrowed when he spotted several black-robes standing behind the Azi clan leader. He counted quickly, realizing they outnumbered the warriors. Takkar’s fur blackened.

      “The empress has commanded that I am to fight in the vanguard when we assault the Coalition. I wanted to ensure that you were aware of this directive.” There was a note of hesitation in Ro’kan’s voice.

      Yes, definitely new, this one. T’kon would never have made such a mistake.

      “The empress has asked that I consider placing you in the vanguard,” Takkar allowed. He exposed his teeth, glaring at Ro’kan. “I only allow true warriors into my vanguard.”

      “Are you questioning my honor, Takkar?” Ro’kan snarled, though not all the fear had left his eyes.

      “I count seven black-robes behind you. You court the seekers like a child seeking his mother’s breast. No true warrior would allow them to pollute his command island, certainly not during a battle.” Takkar took a step closer to the holo unit, leaning toward the image of Ro’kan. “Have them removed from my sight. If you wish to curry favor with them, that is your own path to ruin. But if you wish to join me in battle, to fight at the head of this mighty fleet, then I had best not see a seeker on your command island again.”

      Ro’kan looked deeply troubled, and one of the black-robes stepped from the back ranks to whisper in his ear. He nodded, then turned back to Takkar. “Of course, Fleet Leader. You will not see them again.”

      Takkar severed the connection, frowning. The seekers were growing alarmingly in strength, and their influence over both the Azi and the Yog was deeply troubling.
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      Fizgig used a paw to push the icon representing the Tigris orbital defense platform. The nudge moved it next to the top of the space elevator, where the factory itself loomed like a giant mushroom. That factory could produce hundreds of Void Wraith an hour, day after day, year after year. Provided one were willing to feed it both raw materials and a steady supply of sentient beings, of course.

      The continent below glowed with a spiderweb of lights, the trams leading to mining operations crisscrossing the continent. There were thousands of deresium deposits, meaning they could make a near endless supply of troops and ships.

      “Admiral, the 4th Fleet just arrived,” Juliard called from her console. Fizgig nodded absently, filing the fact away. The 4th was the last of the fleets to be outfitted, and its arrival was bittersweet. It strengthened their numbers, but it also meant that no further reinforcements would be arriving. Not before the Ganog did, anyway.

      “Have we had any word from Nolan?” Fizgig demanded. She kept her attention on the hologram, dragging a series of dreadnoughts from the palette of enemy ships. How many would they bring? A dozen? More?

      “Uhh, I haven’t checked in the last hour, sir. It’s been hectic dealing with the fleet captains.” Neither the slip nor the apology were typical for her. They underscored the intensity of the stress everyone had been under for the last several weeks.

      “I will tend to it,” Fizgig said. She fished her comm from her belt, scanning her messages. Fizgig tapped the message from Nolan, purring softly as she scanned the contents, then keyed in her priority channel and requested the president’s office.

      “This is Secretary Watts. How may I help you?” asked a dark-skinned human.

      “Where is Dryker, human?” Fizgig demanded, leaning closer to the holo.

      “Uh, I’ll tell him you’d like to speak to him, Admiral.” The human quickly vanished, and Fizgig heard retreating footsteps. A few moments later Dryker ambled into view. He wore a dark, tailored suit, with one of the slender neck ropes the humans seemed to enjoy.

      “Hello, Fizgig. It’s been a hell of a day.” Dryker said. He withdrew a flask from his jacket, taking a pull. “Has the payload been delivered?”

      “Indeed. The payload has been delivered. There was more news.” Fizgig licked her wrist, grooming behind her ear.

      “You’re going to make me ask for it, aren’t you?” Dryker asked, replacing the flask in his breast pocket.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, what’s this extra news, Fizgig?” Dryker asked, rolling his eyes.

      “Khar is alive, and on the enemy’s capital world.” Fizgig didn’t suppress the purring.

      Dryker’s bearded face split in a broad grin. “Is Nolan close enough to extract him?”

      “The report doesn’t say, but you know Nolan as well as I. He will not leave Khar behind, if there is any way to retrieve him.”

      “Wonderful. Keep me posted.” Smiling Dryker vanished, replaced by The President. “I’m told the 4th arrived. That means you have all the forces you’re going to get. I won’t ask you to share it, but tell me you have a plan to beat these bastards.”

      “I do indeed, Dryker,” Fizgig allowed. “I have had ample time to study them, and we are not starved for ammunition as we were in the last battle. When Takkar comes for me, I will be ready. We may not destroy them all, but they will leave here bloodied. What of your…political problems?”

      “It’s very simple, Fizgig. If you beat the Ganog, and we reveal the ruse, the waters will calm. If we mess up, they’ll use this to hang me. You’ll end up having to deal with a far less cooperative president.” Dryker gave the tale matter of factly, giving an uncharacteristic shrug at the end. “So don’t mess this up, and everything is fine. No pressure or anything.”

      “Yes, ‘no pressure.’” Fizgig’s tail thrashed behind her. “I will do all I can, Dryker. Just keep the jackals from your throat until I deliver you a victory.”
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      “Mmm, Captain.” Aluki’s voice echoed through the cargo bay. “We’ve broken atmosphere and are making for the capital. They haven’t challenged us, and it looks like we should be able to land safely.”

      Nolan looked up from the rivet he’d been tightening on the booster mech’s right foot. “Acknowledged. Let me know when we’re on the ground.”

      He squeezed the drill one more time, satisfied that the bolt was as tight as he could get it. The booster mech had taken a beating, and he was working on the left leg, while Annie focused on the right.

      “You got that thing tighter than Bock’s fist around a credit. Come on, we’ve done a good job. Admire our handiwork, Nolan.” Annie gestured proudly at the mech, and Nolan had to admit to a little pride. The leg boosters had been repaired, a bank of bent missile pods was now straight, and they’d replaced the armor on the right shoulder.

      T’kon and Hannan ducked through the hatch, both in full environmental armor, both armed with every weapon they owned.

      “They’re really going to let us walk around dressed like that?” Nolan asked, blinking.

      T’kon laughed. “Captain, you still believe our culture resembles yours in some way. Here, might is all that matters. If you express a viewpoint someone disagrees with, they may decide to kill you. If you wish to avoid that fate, you kill them.”

      “It sounds like chaos.” Lena said, scrunching her feline nose in distaste.

      “It sounds like my kind of city,” Hannan shot back. “I can’t wait to see this place. Finally, a city where we don’t get busted back to private for putting morons in their place.”

      “Figures that you’d fit in here,” Nuchik said, eyeing Hannan balefully as she strode into the cargo bay.

      “Says the girl who violated orders to pop a lizard like a grape. I think you’ll fit in fine here too,” Hannan taunted.

      The exchange lacked the usual heat, though. It felt more like a ritual they were both obligated to perform. Nolan hoped so, anyway. He needed that pair working together.

      “So here’s the deal,” Nolan explained. Everyone focused on him. “This is T’kon’s show. He’s got a few friends here, and we’re just backup. We’re going to help him find whatever info he can about Khar. T’kon calls the shots. If he tells you to do something strange, do it. We clear?”

      There was a chorus of nods. Nolan clapped T’kon on the shoulder. “All yours.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” T’kon turned to face them. His posture straightened, and his fur settled into a neutral grey. “Finding your companion will be easy enough. The games we observed back on Azi were from the royal spire. Somehow, your friend battled in the royal games. These games are designed to kill, and kill quickly. Yet if your friend somehow lives, those who tend the games will know. I have friends there, and am hoping one will tell us what we need to know.”

      “Assuming he is there, how do we extract him?” Nolan asked. “I’m guessing the Royal Spire is heavily fortified, right?”

      “A direct frontal assault would normally be impossible—however, I was in a battle recently where a ship punched through the defenses of a full spire, disgorged angry death, and carried me to safety.” T’kon’s fur took on a faint, purplish tint. He gave a wide grin.

      Nuchik started to laugh. The sound was a little terrifying at first, simply because Nolan had never heard it before. “You want to punch a hole in their palace, so we can take Khar right out of the middle of a televised sporting event? Captain, I know we don’t see eye to eye on many things, but I have to say…I have never been so happy I requested an assignment.”

      “If you’re happy about the prospect of kicking a hole in a hornet’s nest, then pissing inside, well, you’re probably in the right outfit, sister.” Annie elbowed Nuchik in the side, and Nuchik smiled. Annie turned to Nolan. “This plan sounds stupid enough that they might not expect it.”

      “Maybe. T’kon, if we pulled this off, wouldn’t they mobilize an aerial response? We need to reach high orbit for the cruiser to warp, and there are a dozen dreadnoughts up there.”

      “You are correct.” T’kon nodded. “If we were to attempt an extraction right now, we’d be unlikely to escape. However, if we wait a few days, it’s very likely the fleet will be departing to make war on your people. When that happens, that would be the time to strike.”
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      Utfa’s footsteps echoed through the cavernous spire, up into the darkness near the tip. At first glance, the place appeared deserted, piles of rubble and refuse dotting a room that had not seen light in years. Empty spires had become increasingly common in the last few decades, making this place unremarkable, save for its proximity to the Royal Spire.

      “They are waiting, Emissary,” hissed a quiet voice from the shadows.

      Utfa couldn’t see the speaker, but he knew the Ganog’s voice. They’d served as warriors in the Kthul clan, an eternity ago. Before either one of them had sought the gaze of the Nameless Ones.

      “You have done well, brother,” Utfa murmured, following the robed figure through a gap between two piles of rubble. They led to a hastily erected mound, a miniature version of the ones that sheltered planetstriders. Stone, metal, and garbage had been drawn together to create a simple refuge.

      Utfa ducked inside, removing his hood as he stepped into the smoky dimness. A fire flickered in the center of the little room, a thin streamer of smoke disappearing through the gaps in the rough ceiling.

      Six warriors knelt in a half-circle—three female and three male. They were the best of the latest crop, the strongest warriors who had yet to throw off the shackles of their caste. Any one of them would have been a formidable opponent, but together they were a force of nature. And they’d yet to take the arcanotome. There was no way to identify them as seekers.

      “Welcome, brothers and sisters,” Utfa began, moving to stand before the assembled warriors. Not a one looked up, a product of the earliest phase of their training. “You have been called here today to fulfill a mighty purpose. You will usher in the next world, the world of our masters, those whose names must not be spoken.”

      “In their gaze shall we be reborn,” the six chanted as one.

      Utfa gave a long, slow smile. They were prepared.

      “Here is what you will do. You will approach the Royal Spire as supplicants. You will await the call to attend the empress. When you are summoned into her presence, you will slay her.”

      “Elder,” one of the women protested, raising her head. Not high enough to look him in the eye, of course. “Will she not recognize us?”

      “You will remove the robes you have been granted, and you will don the armor you wore when you were members of the warrior caste,” Utfa instructed. He had, after all, considered this very problem. “When you have finished in this task you will be formally inducted into the seekers, and you will receive your tattoos. If you die in the attempt, you will be elevated by the Nameless Ones.”

      “Thank you master,” the woman murmured, bowing her head.

      “Go now. Remember that this death is necessary to the plans of our unknowable masters. If the empress draws breath when the sun sets, their terrible gaze will fall upon you, wherever you seek to hide.” Utfa growled, making the words the direst of threats. Several of the warriors had their fur pale to ashen grey.

      Utfa raised his arms, and the warriors stood as one. They filed from the room, drawing a second smile from Utfa. The volley had been loosed. It was the first herald of the great change that would soon overtake Imperalis and the whole of the Ganog Imperium.

      Now, he needed to learn about these guardians.
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      Khar stood rigidly behind the empress, every inch a Tigris honor guard. He was out of place among the rest of her attendants, who stood in relaxed clusters, chatting amiably as they waited for the next audience.

      This had been going on for several hours, as group after group of supplicants met with Zakanna. She’d been true to her word, allowing Khar to observe as she met with fleet leaders, clan leaders, and clusters of black-robed Ganog. Khar understood that they were part of a religious caste, though he had no idea where they fit in the hierarchy. Given the mixed reactions from the other attendants, it seemed they didn’t either.

      Almost, Khar believed that she’d keep her word and let him go at the end of the nine days. Almost. He knew it was unlikely, and was still resolved to escape before then. He knew where the warp portal was now, and knew how to get enough credits to use it, in theory at least. All that remained was finding the time and place to best slip away.

      “Approach,” Zakanna called in a high, clear voice. A cluster of six warriors had just arrived on the edge of the island, their fur a uniform brown-grey. Their armor was a variety of colors, and while Khar couldn’t yet place the individual colors, he knew enough to guess that they each belonged to a different clan.

      That caught his attention. It was rare for the clans to work together, from the little he’d seen. They were in an endless game of one-upmanship, trying to outdo each other in their endless quest for glory and tribute. It wasn’t unlike the Tigris, if he was being honest. If anything, the Ganog more closely resembled his race than humanity, or the Primo.

      Khar watched as the warriors approached, the leader a female with a wicked scar across one cheek. She rested her hand on the hilt of a long knife, and the other warriors did the same. Khar tensed, studying their body language closely. They were guarded, ready for a fight.

      He looked to Zakanna, and to her closest attendants. None seemed overly concerned, and the empress delivered a warm smile as the warriors approached. “Welcome. This is an unexpected gathering of clans. The Nyar and Kthul do not normally cooperate, and I am pleased to see you standing together. What request have you brought before us today?”

      “Death,” the woman said, simply. All six warriors moved as one, fanning out around the empress. Two of the attendants, both robed adepts, were in the way. The first was stabbed in the back repeatedly by a warrior, her body toppling to the warm grass. Blood already covered her back, and a thin stream ran into the grass.

      The other attendant was quick, dropping into a defensive stance. He batted away the dagger that came for his throat, delivering a vicious counterattack with a punch to the gut. The warrior’s armor absorbed the blow, and he responded with a head-butt. The adept’s nose shattered, and before he could dance away another warrior rammed a long knife into his side. The adept dropped, but the warrior continued to stab until the adept stopped moving.

      Most of the rest of the attendants fled. Not a single one moved to support the empress, leaving her alone in the midst of half a dozen assassins. She stood there, regal, beautiful, and deadly. The first warrior glided forward, staggering back as a kick flashed into his face.

      Khar hesitated. Many of the attendants were still boarding disks, and now would be the perfect opportunity for him to do the same. He could likely escape the palace, while the guards swarmed this island trying to find the Zakanna’s killers. He was certain there would never be a better opportunity.

      Yet Khar struggled. The empress had shown him nothing but kindness, had demanded nothing of him. Her death would throw the Imperium into chaos, but Khar already thought he knew who’d most profit from that chaos. Utfa would seize control, and Khar had the strong feeling that Utfa would be far worse for the future of the Coalition than the empress.

      Khar made his decision. He glided forward, igniting his plasma dagger. One of the warriors broke off to face him, and Khar triggered his evaluation subroutine. He’d been studying the way each warrior moved, and knew their precise speed. The warrior lashed out with his long knife, and Khar allowed it to pass within millimeters of his throat.

      He lunged, ramming his crackling plasma blade through the warrior’s eye. The scent of burnt flesh and hair filled the island as the warrior collapsed, giving Khar a moment to assess. Four warriors had surrounded the empress, while the fifth hovered in the background clutching a broken arm.

      Khar charged the pair of warriors behind the empress, forcing them to turn to deal with him. Both moved with skill and grace earned through years of combat, and even with his enhanced body Khar knew that beating them would not be easy.

      He lunged at the first, his plasma blade finding nothing but empty air as the warrior leapt backwards. Khar shifted his attack to the other Ganog, reversing his momentum and launching a roundhouse kick. The kick caught the Ganog’s hand, knocking the long knife spinning away. It landed in the grass half a dozen steps away, and the Ganog made the mistake of looking at the weapon.

      Khar pounced, ramming his plasma blade into the Ganog’s chest. Such a blow would have killed a human, but the Ganog merely stumbled back clutching its chest. Khar followed up, ramming the blade into the throat. This time the Ganog collapsed.

      The move was costly, and allowed the other warrior to get behind Khar. Red warning lights bloomed through his lower back as a long knife punched through and emerged from the chest, coated with the sticky red fluid that lubricated Khar’s artificial body.

      Khar brought his elbow back, crushing the Ganog’s cheek with a sickening crunch. The warrior stumbled back, and Khar brought his plasma blade around in a wicked slash. It caught the Ganog’s arm just below the elbow, severing the arm and sending both weapon and arm tumbling to the grass.

      “Khar!” Zakanna yelled. He spun to find her beset by the three remaining opponents. Two had a grip on her arms, pinning her in place while the last readied a strike with his long knife. If the blow connected, she’d be decapitated.

      “No!” Khar roared, sprinting forward. His power reserves were down to 24 percent, but it would have to do. He leapt into the air, tackling the Ganog around the waist. They tumbled through the grass, wrestling for control. The Ganog was strong, far stronger than a human or Tigris of comparable size.

      Khar was flung onto his back, and the Ganog straddled him. It pinned both his arms, then bit down into Khar’s throat. It tore out synthetic flesh, leaving Khar’s throat a ruined mess.

      Then the Ganog made a mistake. It assumed Khar was dying, and rose from his chest, releasing him.

      Khar rammed his plasma blade into the creature’s crotch, then leapt to his feet. He seized the Ganog by the throat, pitching him off the side of the island. Khar spun to face the empress, who’d gotten free from the last two opponents. She was fighting defensively, one hand covering a red stain over her right side.

      “I. Am. Tigris!” Khar roared, sprinting at the next opponent. His reserves dropped sharply as his body effected repairs, sending the gauge down to 9 percent. He didn’t care. Khar rammed his blade into the warrior’s spine, dropping him to the grass. He pivoted to face the last warrior, who shifted to match him.

      The Ganog charged, but Khar was already moving. He leapt into the air over the Ganog. As the Ganog sprinted underneath, Khar’s plasma blade darted out, sinking though the Ganog’s skull. The warrior ran several more feet, then fell dead to the grass.

      Khar landed heavily, his HUD a mass of conflicting warnings. He was low on power, heavily damaged, and unable to recharge without assistance.

      “Are you all right?” the empress murmured, helping him back to his feet.

      “I will live. Are assassination attempts a common part of your day?” Khar asked, sinking to one knee. Down to 7 percent. He shut down everything but critical repairs.

      “No. Assassination is rarely used among the Ganog. This reeks of the seekers, of Utfa and his dark masters. If he’s making his move, especially just after Takkar left with the bulk of my fleet, it can only mean one thing.” The empress released Khar, groaning as more red welled across her robes. “I can use my metabiology to deal with this wound, but it will take time—time we may not have. I’m going to warn my people, then we will flee to my dreadnought.”

      The words were far away. Khar was briefly conscious of falling toward the grass, and then descended into darkness as he dropped into power conservation mode.
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      T’kon was thankful for his environmental armor. His face was known on Imperalis, especially near the Royal Spire. All it would take was one warrior to recognize him, and he’d have far more attention than he’d enjoy.

      He ducked into the arena, a small, ramshackle affair. It had a simple cage in the center, and seating for about fifty drunken patrons. The arena was utterly unremarkable, save for one thing. T’kon had been told that he could locate Bik here.

      He’d never met Bik, but T’kon knew the type, and knew it well. After his fall from grace, he’d needed to fight in arenas to survive, and every arena attracted scavengers like Bik. They sought warriors to prey on, earning their bread from the sweat and blood of their charges.

      A drunken warrior from the Vkash clan bumped into T’kon, his fur darkening as he rounded. Another day T’kon would have bowed and apologized, despite the warrior being at fault. Today, time did not allow for such niceties. T’kon’s hand balled into a fist, and he rocketed three rapid punches into the warrior’s ample gut. The warrior staggered back, fighting for breath with all four nostrils. T’kon smashed his nose, and the warrior fell unconscious to the floor.

      “I can see you’re a true warrior,” came an oily voice from behind. T’kon turned slowly to size up the speaker, a Ganog with ragged fur and no clan markings. Just the sort of masterless warrior T’kon had become, except one that appeared to have given up fighting. His body had become flabby, his muscles flaccid. “The way you dealt with that fool? Your talents could earn you a lot of credits in the arena.”

      “What’s your name?” T’kon asked, already suspecting the answer.

      “I am called Bik,” the Ganog said, giving a quick nod. “I can get you a spot in the arena if you—”

      T’kon’s hand shot out, wrapping around Bik’s throat. T’kon squeezed, not hard enough to kill, but enough to stem the flow of words. “Hello, Bik. I’ve been looking for you all day.”

      “Why?” Bik choked out. His eyes had gone large, and his fur was a watery, cowardly yellow.

      “I’m looking for a friend, and I heard that you may have encountered him. An alien came through here, an alien with a tail, fangs, and short, tan fur. His name is Khar, and I’ve been told that you sold him to the Royal Spire,” T’kon explained, his grip tightening slowly. He pulled Bik closer to his face. “I’m going to set you down, and you’re going to tell me about it. If you try to run, not only will I kill you, but I will eat your heart, worm. I will leave your body in the street as carrion.” T’kon reluctantly set Bik down, waiting for a response.

      “You don’t need to choke me, and you certainly don’t need the threats,” Bik protested, rubbing at his throat. “I did work with Khar, first in the arena here, and then with the games. I didn’t know him before, and we haven’t been in contact since. I don’t know how I can help you.”

      T’kon fumed, considering. He wasn’t sure how Bik would be able to help, beyond confirming that he’d sold Khar to the spire. But T’kon was out of leads, and had no idea what to do next.

      “Umm,” Bik muttered, pointing at one of the banks of holoscreens along the walls. “Is he the one you’re looking for?”

      T’kon turned to the screen, and the instant his back was turned he heard Bik break into a run. T’kon considered pursuing, but there wasn’t anything else he could learn in the short term. Besides, the screen Bik had pointed to was of great interest.

      The empress stood regally in the center of the frame, a delicate hand wrapped around her side. The white cloth was stained a deep purplish-red, but she stood proudly. Behind her stood a single figure. A familiar figure. T’kon hadn’t met Khar, but he’d seen enough holos to recognize the Tigris. Somehow, Khar had been taken into the service of the empress, and now stood protectively behind her.

      T’kon watched numbly, wondering. Had the Tigris defected? Or was something larger at play here? He stilled his thoughts, listening to the empress’s words.

      “Earlier today, I was assaulted by a group of six assassins. These assassins were warrior caste, from four different clans. I do not hold the clans responsible for their actions, yet such a thing has not happened in decades. This attack is troubling, and I will not stand idly by while waiting for another.” The empress’s clear voice competed with the noise of the arena, but T’kon tuned out the rest of it, focused on the beautiful monarch. “Thanks to Khar, the warrior behind me, I still draw breath. Had he not defended me, I would be dead—and even with his help it was a near thing. I strongly suspect who is behind this attack, but will not speak without proof. To that individual, I will say this: I am coming for you. Ready yourself.”

      The feed went dead, then shifted to a replay of an arena fight. T’kon cocked his head, considering. There was only one reason to make such a public pronouncement. She hoped to spur her enemies into another rash action, to force them to react, rather than proceed with whatever their plan was. The question, though, was who had the power to launch such an attempt on the empress’s life? And why?

      T’kon turned on his heel, heading for the door. He needed to get this news back to Nolan. They were swimming in deep currents, and he suspected they were about to find out just how deep those currents ran.
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      Takkar’s organs ached, twisted apart and put back together by the energies of the warp. He knew from experience that the discomfort would soon fade, and he ignored it as he sized up the system they’d arrived in.

      They’d appeared at the nadir of a blue-green world this Coalition called Atreas. It was closer to the star than many habitable worlds, and that, combined with vast oceans, made it both hot and unnecessarily humid. Cities crisscrossed the face of the world, as tattoos covered the faces of the thrice-damned seekers.

      A single spire rose from the surface of the world, extending thousands of miles, past the atmosphere and into high orbit. That spire—a space elevator, the humans called it—connected to a fungus-shaped station. If their intelligence was accurate, it was here that many of their vessels and soldiers were produced.

      Material from the planet flowed up the space elevator, enabling an endless production line. That production line, in all likelihood, was active right now, making more enemies. He couldn’t see inside the station to verify that fact, but the truth would be evident soon enough.

      “Readiness?” Takkar snapped, not looking at the techsmith.

      “All vessels have reported, Clan Leader. We are ready for war, on your order.” Her answer was clipped and efficient. Still laboring under fear, but not so much that she was useless. Excellent. She was the best techsmith he’d had in several full planetary cycles.

      “What of the planetstriders?” Takkar demanded. This war would be fought in two parts, in the sky and on the surface of this world. Takkar must win on both fronts.

      “They have arrived, on the southern edge of the target area,” the Saurian confirmed. “A single planetstrider opposes them, and a number of small mechanized infantry. They match the specifications of those we encountered on Ganog 7.”

      “Interesting,” Takkar murmured. He’d expected the planetstrider—they’d stolen it from him, after all. It made sense they’d used it against him. Yet, they only had light mechanized infantry to back it up. It sounded like suicide. His planetstriders would make short work of theirs, and the mechs couldn’t inflict enough damage to really matter. “What of the enemy fleet?”

      There were a few visible ships around the station, but they looked like cargo vessels. There was not a single warship, not even a random patrol. Takkar’s eyes narrowed. Was this a trap, as he’d feared?

      “We’re picking up a mass of cloaked vessels surrounding the station.” His techsmith closed her eyes, purple pulses feeding into her from the arcanotome. “We cannot get accurate specifications due to the cloaking, but their configuration does not match that of any other vessels we’ve encountered.”

      “So our intelligence was correct. This system is clearly manufacturing a fleet of new vessels. Trap or no, we must advance. Order all vessels forward. Keep fighters docked until I give the word.”

      Takkar’s fleet moved slowly forward, a dozen dreadnoughts surrounded by three times as many support ships. They closed with the station, moving deeper into the system. The ship rumbled briefly as it synced with the planet’s gravity well.

      “Fire a volley at the station, let’s see how they react,” Takkar ordered. He folded his arms, watching as every dreadnought primed its main cannon. A flurry of fiery blasts left their ship, streaking toward the station.

      Sleek blue ships materialized, one after another. A dozen in total. Each ship intercepted one of the blasts, sacrificing itself to the attack. Takkar estimated the vessels as medium-sized cruisers, each with curved wings curling outward in front of the main body. They looked nothing like any of the vessels he’d already fought.

      The new ships exploded spectacularly, not a single vessel surviving the volley from the dreadnought cannons. The sacrifice was troubling. It was unlike previous encounters, when the Coalition had done everything possible to keep their ships from destruction. There was a trap here, but Takkar couldn’t yet see it.

      “Clan Leader,” the Saurian gasped, pointing up at the dreadnought’s transparent upper hull.

      Takkar stared up at the materializing ships, these of a much more familiar variety. There were far more than he’d faced in previous battles, perhaps seventy or eighty in all. Most were smaller destroyers and corvettes, but there were a healthy number of cruisers, and nearly a dozen capital ships.

      The cloud of enemy vessels opened up on a dreadnought on his right flank, firing a mixed barrage of missiles, particle cannons, and bright, glowing stars. Those last were fired from the new weapon they’d deployed back at Ganog 7. It was that last weapon that made the difference, caving the dreadnoughts shield under the weight of artificial singularities.

      He would enjoy that technology, once he’d wrested it from them.

      Once the dreadnought’s shields were down, the enemy fleets intensified their fire, and explosions bloomed all over its surface. Freshly repaired turrets detonated, deepening the scars in the hull.

      “How long until the main cannon is primed?” Takkar growled, more than a little angry with himself. He should have staggered the volley, so that a few of his dreadnoughts could have fired at other targets. Using all the main cannons at once had been an error, and the enemy commander was punishing him for it.

      The Saurian closed her eyes, pulses flowing furiously. “Forty microns, Fleet Leader.”

      “Deploy all fighters,” he roared, clenching a fist and wishing he had something to smash. “Now. Do it now!”

      A few moments later, fighters belched from nearly every dreadnought, hundreds winging their way toward the enemy fleet. The enemy continued to deliver a savage beating, focusing their fire on the dreadnought. Structural fires could be seen throughout the ship, and something bright exploded along the stern. The engines sputtered, then died. The dreadnought began to fall slowly into the planet’s gravity well, drifting toward its inevitable death.

      “Order all vessels to counterattack the moment they can fire.” Takkar stalked back and forth, watching powerlessly as his fighters crept toward the enemy. He struggled to be patient, knowing that this was merely the battle’s opening gambit. Fizgig had struck a blow, but he would strike back—and soon.

      His dreadnoughts pivoted from the station to face the enemy, main cannons warming up to fire.
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      “Admiral, the enemy is warming up their guns,” Juliard called from her terminal. Fizgig nodded, rising anxiously to her feet as she studied the enemy’s tactical disposition.

      “Order all vessels to cloak and disperse.” She watched as, a moment later, her forces did exactly that.

      Every ship moved to at least a hundred kilometers from its neighbors, all engaging the improved cloaking drives they’d been refitted with. One by one they winked out, the last disappearing even as the dreadnoughts began their barrage.

      Scarlet beams sliced into the void, carving a path of destruction that found nothing to destroy. The beams passed harmlessly around them, the closest still forty kilometers away.

      Fizgig gave a faint, rumbling purr. “Any damage reports?” she asked, moving back to her chair. She sank gratefully into the mound of cushions, rubbing absently at her leg.

      “Negative, sir.” Juliard’s tone was triumphant. “They didn’t land a single shot.”

      “And the status on that dreadnought?” Fizgig gestured at the holo, which zoomed in on the wounded vessel.

      “It’s falling into the planet’s gravity well, and Kay thinks it would take too long to repair her engines. There’s no saving her, unless the other ships can somehow tow her out.”

      Fizgig was pleased. One of their massive warships was already out of the battle, though that still left eleven capital ships—not to mention the horde of smaller ones. She zoomed back out, studying the enemy’s position. The battle would grow more difficult now that she’d sprung her initial trap.

      How would this enemy commander react? Her previous encounters hadn’t taught her enough, but her gut told her this Ganog was an impatient sort. He was used to quick victories, and she hoped that drawing him into a prolonged conflict would cause him to make mistakes.

      “Sir, the enemy has turned their attention back to the station,” Juliard announced. Her fingers flew across the keyboard. “Orders, sir?”

      “Have the Void Wraith engage. Target their smaller vessels. Frigates, corvettes, and cruisers.” Fizgig adjusted her posture, struggling to find a comfortable spot atop the mound of cushions. Her claws itched, and she wished she had access to her post.

      Metallic blue vessels began decloaking, dozens in rapid succession. The sleek Void Wraith ships appeared in a rough wall between the Ganog and the station, but they quickly broke into smaller groups and began converging on enemy targets. They maneuvered closer, like wasps diving in to fight a larger spider.

      Seeing the fleet of Void Wraith harvesters still tugged a shred of dread loose. She’d learned to fear these ships in the last war. They’d torn apart most of the Tigris fleet—and the humans had fared even worse.

      Yet, this time the Void Wraith worked for them, for now at least. Part of Fizgig understood Dryker’s horror, his desire to throw away such a potent tool. The Void Wraith made wonderful shock troops, and spending their lives conserved that of her own forces.

      “The Void Wraith are suffering heavy losses, sir,” Juliard said, though Fizgig could see for herself.

      Harvesters swarmed the enemy, but the enemy was ready. Their fighters harried the harvesters, and their capital ships picked off a dozen with another salvo from their main cannons. She counted a total of twenty harvesters disabled before they’d even really engaged their foes.

      Unfortunately for the Ganog, that left eighty harvesters still firing. Blue energy crackled around the tip of each wing, pooling into a single ball of supercharged plasma. The harvesters flung those balls at their targets, a flurry rushing out into the enemy ranks.

      The smaller ships were devastated, explosions blossoming all over the fleet as they detonated. A second wave of explosions began when wounded harvesters rammed their opponents. The cloud of debris thickened, slowly drifting toward the planet’s gravity well.

      Fizgig tensed as the Ganog fleet counterattacked. Another volley shot from the enemy’s main guns, and the fighters had finally gotten within range to engage the remaining Harvesters.

      “Sir, the Void Wraith are buckling.” Juliard’s voice wavered. “We’re down to twenty-two active vessels.”

      Fizgig had expected the Void Wraith to fare better, but given the Ganog’s superior technology she wasn’t surprised. If they’d had time to outfit the Void Wraith with theta cannons this would have been a different fight, but right now the harvesters simply couldn’t inflict enough damage to threaten the enemy’s capital ships.

      “Have the Void Wraith retreat, then regroup for another pass. Focus on any ship that has already suffered significant damage,” Fizgig ordered.

      She watched as the handful of Void Wraith zipped away from their opponents, each V-shaped ship flickering out of sight as they retreated behind the orbiting factory. She folded her paws in her lap, waiting patiently until the surviving ships returned.

      The Void Wraith came around in another pass, suiciding into enemy vessels, one after another. Juliard turned to Fizgig. “Looks like we took out another fourteen smaller vessels, but the enemy still has over twenty cruisers and eleven dreadnoughts.”

      “I can see that, Lieutenant,” Fizgig snapped. She rose and stalked to the hologram, watching as the enemy fleet turned their attention back to the factory. It was too soon to allow them to destroy it, but neither did she want to risk her fleet in a direction confrontation. Not yet, anyway. “What’s the situation on the surface?”
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      When he’d been a kid, Edwards’s father had beaten into him that he needed to find a way to live a good life. Unfortunately, dad had been maddeningly unspecific about what that meant, exactly.

      Edwards had finally figured it out. Right now, he was living the good life. There’d been a time when he thought being a mech was cool, but controlling Rex was about seventy-two levels beyond awesome. Not only could they blow up much larger stuff, but he’d also made a friend. Maybe a best friend.

      Sure, Rex wasn’t much of a conversationalist, but he seemed to like hanging out with Edwards as much as Edwards enjoyed hanging out with him.

      “Edwards, what’s your status?” Juliard’s voice came over the comm. Edwards had always had kind of a thing for Juliard, though he knew she’d never look twice at some dumb Marine. Now that he was a disembodied voice living in a cube, it was even less likely he’d ever get her out on a date.

      Eh, at least he had Rex.

      “Uhh, looks like six—no, seven enemy planetstriders. They appeared about fifty clicks south, and are marching in this direction. Some of them look pretty nasty. Whoah, check out the one with whip arms. It’s got, like, nine of ’em.” Edwards zoomed in on that one, then panned back to look at the rest. “Doesn’t look like they have any support with them, but I don’t think they need it.”

      “Okay, the admiral wants you to stay alive as long as possible, while inflicting heavy damage,” Juliard said. “Sounds a lot more fun than being up here.”

      “You ought to come down some time, Lieutenant. We could go for a joy ride,” Edwards managed. He wasn’t exactly asking her out.

      “I’ll take you up on that, if you can kill, let’s say…three of those enemy planetstriders,” Juliard teased. “Good hunting, Sergeant.”

      “Oh, it’s on. Rex, give us a battle cry.”

      The planetstrider stopped, its chest swelling as it sucked in a tremendous amount of air. A bellow like a deep horn rolled out over the city, shattering every window with miles. A couple of the enemy planetstriders didn’t seem to much like it, and lurched into a run toward their position.

      Rex was standing two clicks south of the factory, which sprawled around the base of the space elevator. The tallest buildings didn’t quite reach the planetstrider’s waist, so they weren’t going to work as cover. Edwards turned the external camera toward the elevator itself.

      “Yeah, that’ll work.” Edwards nudged Rex. “Hey big fella, keep that elevator between us and your pissed off buddies, all right?”

      The planetstrider broke into a lumbering run, every gargantuan step crushing smaller buildings. They circled the space elevator’s thick cable, using it to shield Rex from the other planetstriders. Two were quick enough to re-establish line of sight, so Edwards paused and raised the cannon arm.

      The first enemy planetstrider slowed, but it was too late. Edwards released a beam of scarlet, burning a thick, black scar in the planetstrider’s chest. This strider looked like Rex, but was taller and had a pair of missile batteries mounted to his shoulders. Both batteries fired a swarm of missiles, but the planetstrider’s balance was off and the shots zoomed into the sky over Rex.

      The next enemy collided with the first, and both went down in a tangle of limbs. They crushed dozens of buildings, and Edwards was thankful the city had been evacuated. This was doing trillions of dollars in damage, but people could find new homes.

      Edwards maneuvered the cannon into line with the missile-boat strider, then he fired. The barrel vibrated as scarlet energy built within, finally discharging in a sixty-meter-wide beam. It slammed into the missile launcher on the strider’s first shoulder, punching through and into the second. Both detonated.

      A wave of flame and debris enveloped both the planetstrider carrying the missiles and the buddy he was still lying on top of. Smoke and dust swept out for thousands of meters, whipping the debris into a hurricane that shredded those buildings still standing.

      “Well, look at that. I think we actually killed one.” The top planetstrider was missing everything above the shoulders. The one on the bottom was still moving, trying to wriggle its way out from under its dead buddy.

      The other planetstriders were closing in, and his orders were clear. “Run away, Rex, fast as you can. Get on the backside of that hill over there.”

      Rex lumbered into an awkward run, leaving a shattered city in his wake. Edwards still couldn’t believe no one was going to yell at him for that. They’d said not to worry about blowing stuff up.

      Any level of destruction is acceptable. The president had said that.

      Rex’s rear sensors showed the pack of planetstriders, most clustered around the body of their fallen companion. They weren’t chasing him though.

      “Hey, Lieutenant Juliard?” Edwards commed. “Rex and I managed to down one and wound another. We’re falling back until the rest of our boys get here.”

      “Acknowledged, Edwards. You still owe me two more planetstriders.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that.” Edwards watched the enemy planetstriders recede into the distance, knowing he and Rex could get back just as quickly. “You just let me know when Alpha Company advances, and we’ll blow the shit out of those bastards.”
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      Utfa was thankful for his voluminous robes, for they covered his fur. It had gone muddy yellow, streaked through with brown-red—nervousness and the worst flavor of fear. He pulled his hood lower, stepping onto the broad disk to join his dozen best adepts.

      He’d never been this nervous, but then never had this much been at stake. The next few minutes would determine his fate, the fate of the Kthul, and possibly the fate of all Ganog.

      “Begin,” he murmured, clutching his arcanotome to his chest as he stepped to the center of the platform. The adepts made way, bowing deferentially as the disk began to rise into the air. Three similar disks followed, each containing a cluster of his best warriors. They numbered fifty-six in all, a small but potent force.

      Normally, it wouldn’t be enough to attempt what he was now daring, but Zakanna had pulled her forces back to protect herself and her precious Adepts. She expected Utfa to come for her, and it wasn’t a bad plan.

      Zakanna’s forces still outnumbered his own, but Utfa wasn’t attacking her directly. Not until he’d found and activated the beacon. Then, if the dream fragment was true, he’d have access to the guardians. The arcanotome’s oldest archives mentioned them, but were unclear about what that meant exactly. They did indicate that it was a sizable and nearly unstoppable army—one that would serve the controller of the beacon with absolute obedience.

      The platforms continued to rise, and Utfa tensed as they passed the first of the empress’s islands. Her cluster was large, and it took many seconds to pass. Only one island was still lit: the prime temple. Zakanna was readying herself for battle, her forces no doubt lurking inside the grove of spires.

      Utfa looked up, giving a pleased smile as the apex island came into view. He’d only seen it a few times, and even then only on the twin holidays, when they refreshed the wards to keep the Imperium from the gaze of the Nameless Ones.

      From below, the Apex island was deceptively unadorned, a simple ivory island that would have gone unremarked even at the lowest levels of the Royal Spire. Their disks came even with it, rising high enough to provide a look at the island itself. In the center of a grassy field, a titanic blue cube bobbed up and down. That cube blazed with a bonfire of white circuitry. The cube rotated slowly, thrumming with deep power. Around the cube knelt four adepts. Only four. Utfa smiled.

      “Protect the emissary.” Oako called, removing his hood. He moved to the edge of the island, and the adepts lined up to follow him. Oako turned to face Utfa. “By your word, Emissary.”

      Utfa opened his lower nostrils and drank deeply. He lowered his hood, his fur now a placid brown. “Kill the adepts, then form a ring around the beacon so that I may perform the will of the Nameless Ones.”

      Oako led the charge, the forces from the other disks joining the howling horde as they surged toward the cube. All four adepts leapt to their feet, moving smoothly to support each other. Seeing that grace slid tendrils of terror around Utfa’s heart, especially when he saw the last of the adepts.

      Master Yulo’s snowy fur ruffled under the breeze as he glided into formation with his brothers. His gaze finally found Utfa, and his mouth tightened into a line. “Utfa, I see you lurking back there. Stop this madness. There is nothing to be gained for you here.”

      “Kill them swiftly!” Utfa roared.

      Yulo’s eyes hardened. He sprinted forward several steps, then leapt into the air. As he neared the apex of his jump, his body rippled and changed. He grew larger, almost the size of a full elite. His corded muscles thickened, and when he slammed back into the disk, cracks radiated out around him.

      Utfa’s warriors hesitated, fanning out to ring the defenders. Even Oako seemed reluctant to engage, and Utfa couldn’t blame him. No one wanted to be the first to die.

      Yulo adopted a comfortable combat stance, his companions standing back to back behind him. “We are sworn to protect this place, and you must know your numbers are meaningless. But before we cut you down, I must know. Why, Utfa? This place is sacred, even to the seekers. Why defile the beacon?”

      Utfa finally stepped from the transport disk. He began his breathing as he walked slowly forward, willing his cells to accelerate and change. Power surged through him—strength, speed, and grace. It had been a long time since Utfa had felt the flow, and he welcomed it now.

      “I would never defile this place, Yulo. You of all people know me better than that. How many times did we debate the whispers together?” Utfa reached up to his temple, hesitating as his hand settled around the thick, black cable. There was no other choice. He gave the cable a sharp twist, and yanked it from his temple.

      The flow of data stopped, leaving his mind in troubling silence. Utfa set down his arcanotome, then removed his outer robe. He dropped the heavy, black fabric atop his tome, turning to hear Yulo’s answer.

      “I see. You do not consider the murder of your former brothers a defilement. Is that it?” Yulo asked mildly, his fur remaining perfectly white.

      Utfa strived to keep the envy from showing in his fur, but the best he could manage was a dirty grey. Yulo’s pristine white made mockery of it.

      “I do not. You and I shared many ideas together, but we never agreed on the most important. You seek to avoid the Nameless Ones, praying that their gaze will not find you. Knowing that someday, if you do not face their terrible wrath, your grandchildren will.”

      Yulo’s face hardened, but the snowy white remained. “And you believe that we have a responsibility to our children, to accept the Nameless One’s will, knowing that after we have enacted it they will once again journey into the cold. Yes, we’ve had this argument many times before. What is different now, Utfa?”

      “I prayed, and the Nameless Ones answered. I have spoken to one, and learned its will. The day we debated has arrived, brother. The Nameless Ones have returned, and their gaze lands upon Imperalis. It lands upon you.” Utfa adopted a combat stance nearly identical to Yulo’s.

      “Once, you were my equal, but that day is a hazy memory. You turned away from your body, away from unity. The arcanotome has been a part of you for too long. Even now, its dark knowledge twists you. If you seek to battle me, you will die.” Yulo stalked back and forth, moving with disquieting grace. His mind and body were truly one, something Utfa had never achieved.

      “If I battled you alone, I have no doubt you’d be correct. Kill him,” Utfa roared. He sprinted forward, deepening his breathing. His body grew denser, his muscles bulging to compensate. He wasn’t as impressive as Yulo, but it would be enough.

      Utfa launched a flying kick at Yulo, a kick the master easily parried. But it didn’t matter. The battle had begun, and now that every seeker knew they weren’t the focus of Yulo’s rage they were willing to join it.

      They surged forward in a wave, crashing over the adepts. Yulo batted aside a seeker, then shattered a warrior’s face with his knee. The other adepts were nearly as skilled, each felling multiple opponents. Then Oako planted his axe in Kokru’s chest, driving the adept to the grass. His blade crackled and hummed as he forced it deeper into the adept’s body. The adept twitched once, then was still.

      Oako’s companions surged into the gap, pouncing on another adept. He went down under a flurry of blows, unable to deal with the combined ferocity.

      “All your training, and for what?” Utfa taunted, laughing at Yulo.

      Yulo snarled, the fur around his eyes deepening to scarlet. He leapt forward, sprinting toward Utfa. Utfa backpedaled, interposing another adept between them. Yulo’s foot moved so swiftly the air hummed, and the adept’s neck snapped. Yulo leapt over the body, and Utfa dove behind a full-sized elite.

      Yulo didn’t pursue. Instead, the master changed direction, sprinting fast and low toward the edge of the island.

      Utfa’s eyes widened when he saw where Yulo’s path was taking him. “No!”

      The master bent to scoop up Utfa’s arcanotome, then leapt off the side, disappearing silently out of sight. Utfa spun back to the combat, longing to kill. The other adepts were already dead, and his forces stood clustered around the beacon.

      “We have won, master.” Oako sank to one knee, as did all the others.

      Utfa ignored him. He moved to the beacon, a rising tide of rage blackening his fur.

      Oako followed, wrapping a hand around his cable. He tugged it free, passing his arcanotome to Utfa. “You will need this to enact their will.”

      “I know the torment of not being able to hear the whispers.” Utfa said, gratefully accepting the tome. He clipped the cable into his temple, sighing as the chorus returned. “We will find Yulo, and recover my tome. Until then, I accept your sacrifice.”

      Utfa turned back to the beacon, stretching out a hand to touch it. Power surged through him. He could feel the incredible energies flowing through the beacon, waiting for a hand to guide them. His hand.

      Utfa used the sequence the whispers had shown him, and the energy responded.

      A pulse of bright blue light surged from the cube. It burst in all directions, rippling through the Royal Spire. The wave of energy continued, washing over the surrounding spires, then the rest of the city. Hushed silence fell in its wake. Utfa waited for something momentous to happen, but many moments passed.

      The entire spire trembled violently, and through the crystal walls Utfa could see the other spires swaying. Fissures opened near the base of many spires, the ground widening as white spires emerged. Five in all, each the equal of the Royal Spire itself.

      The pristine spires rumbled, and a dark slit grew down the side of the three closest spires. The slit widened into a doorway five thousand meters high, and from that doorway stepped the most terrible weapon of war Utfa could have wished for. The creature, if that was what it was, stood as tall as a planetstrider. Yet, it wasn’t a planetstrider.

      There was nothing organic about this titan. It was made from elegantly curved metal, the blueish tint made iridescent as it stepped into the sunlight. An enormous cannon jutted from its chest, and a city-sized booster was attached to its back.

      “By their wrath,” Utfa murmured. “I finally understand.”

      He yanked his gaze away from the titans as a cloud of ships emerged from each spire. They were curved, blue vessels, sleek and deadly.

      The Nameless Ones had delivered a fleet to augment the Kthul’s own.

      From the base of each spire also came an army of tiny figures, their numberless blue forms filling the area around each spire. There were tens of thousands. Perhaps more.

      Utfa tilted his head back and laughed.
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      Khar returned to consciousness from power conservation mode. His body had recharged back to 22 percent reserves, and the worst of his injuries had been repaired. It would have to be enough. He rose from his position against the marble wall, scanning the island where he’d awakened.

      He was inside a spire, which vaulted high above. Colorful murals of nebulas and gas giants had been painted, creating the illusion of the night sky. The walls stood open, allowing in an artificial breeze.

      The empress stood on a small, raised dais at the center of the room, about a meter above everyone else. A cluster of attendants stood around her, parting as a delegation of Ganog dressed in dark brown armor approached. They were hard-eyed warriors, not an adept among them.

      Khar rose to his feet and padded silently toward the empress. The last group of hard-eyed warriors had tried to take her life.

      “Hello, Kokar.” The empress’s clear voice cut through the low murmur of conversation. “I am glad that you came, despite the late hour.”

      “I am not,” Kokar replied, sourly. His fur was a black-red. “What you have done could have lasting repercussions, Empress.”

      The name and voice were familiar. Khar couldn’t place them. He didn’t think he’d met this Kokar, a hard-eyed youth with a scar on one cheek.

      Then it came to him. This was the elite he’d fought back in the Royal Games. The scar delivered by Khar’s weapon.

      “What I have done is warn our people,” Zakanna snapped. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. When she opened them her fur had gone back to soft blue. “I understand your concerns, and that of your clan.”

      “I’m pleased to hear that.” Kokar did not look pleased. “You have made claims of betrayal. Do you have evidence to support these accusations? Something to implicate Utfa or the Kthul? You know the Nyar hate them, but even we will not attack without proof. We are not your pawns, to punish clans that displease you.”

      “I accused neither the Kthul, nor the seekers,” the empress countered. “I merely warned that my person had been assaulted, and called upon loyal Ganog to defend the capital.”

      “And how do you imagine that playing out, Empress? Everyone knows you have no love for Utfa or the seekers. Everyone knows that you fear them. If you have been attacked, who else could it be by? Takkar wouldn’t dare. The Azi have no teeth. My clan has no interest. That leaves only the Kthul. You meekly pretend not to have accused them, but that is precisely what you have done, unofficial or no.”

      “Of course I have. Are you mad, Kokar? You’re chastising me for manipulation? Utfa has grown bold enough to attempt assassination. He sent six warriors to slay me while I held court, breaking every tradition our people have built.” The empress’s fur darkened to a deep blue. “You know Utfa as well as I. He will come for me, and soon. I do not know his plan, but I am sure it is devious. He’s sunk his tendrils into every clan, even yours.”

      “Take care with your accusations, Empress,” Kokar growled. He shifted into a combat stance, resting a hand on the haft of his axe. “No Nyar would disgrace our clan by adopting the robes of a seeker.”

      “Is that so?” the empress asked, mildly. She snapped her fingers, and two adepts trotted forward, carrying a body. A body in brown armor, just like Kokar. They dropped it in front of him. “This was one of the six assassins.” Zakanna moved to the body, prodding it onto its back with her foot. “Look at the face, Kokar.”

      “I recognize him. He’s one of ours.” Kokar allowed. He folded his arms. “But assassination is a long way from overt attack. Utfa would never be so bold as to attack you directly.”

      “Wouldn’t he?” Zakanna shot back. “Why not? His ambition is boundless, as is his mad faith. He believes my death—and the death of the entire Yog clan—serves the whims of the Nameless Ones. If he believes that, why do you believe he wouldn’t dare anything to see their will done? The Nyar are his ancestral enemies.”

      As if to punctuate her statement, a tremendous crack echoed down from somewhere high above. Khar cocked an ear, listening. There were yells. Screams of pain. Plasma fire. Khar had no idea where the combat was taking place, so he watched Zakanna to see how’d she react.

      “Do you see?” she roared, her eyes blazing. She stalked closer to Kokar, leaning over the dais as she eyed him a challenge.

      “What are we hearing?” Kokar asked uncertainly.

      “There is only one island above this one. Someone is assaulting the beacon itself. Who do you suppose that might be, Kokar?”

      The ceiling exploded, raining stone fragments. Khar leapt forward, tackling the empress from the dais. They landed heavily on the far side, and he found himself face to face with the empress. He could read the fear in her eyes, not for her safety, but for what was about to happen to all of them.

      A figure rose from the pile of stone under the hole in the spire. He carefully wiped dust from his snowy fur, as he walked toward Zakanna.

      “Empress,” Master Yulo called. Khar rose, staring in confusion. Yulo was four meters tall, and far more heavily muscled than the last time Khar had seen him. “I came with news at once. The others are dead, slain by Utfa. He controls the beacon, but I was able to steal his arcanotome.” The adept held up a glowing purple book, circuitry shimmering on its surface.

      Khar looked up through the hole Yulo had made. If he’d leapt from the apex island, he’d fallen over six hundred meters, and looked no worse off.

      The Nyar delegation had their hands on their weapons, but none had fired thus far. The empress turned to them. “You’ve heard it from Master Yulo—and, whatever you think of me, you all honor him. Will you help me against Utfa?”

      “I cannot speak for my people. You know how my father views me,” Kokar admitted. “But I can return immediately, and tell him all I have seen. I believe he will support you, and move to defend your dreadnought. Survive but a little while, and you will have our support.”

      The entire spire shook around them. It caused an odd sense of vertigo, because the island itself didn’t move. The spire swayed inward, slamming into a neighboring island, then it swayed outwards again.

      Through the spire’s blue-tinted walls, Khar saw new spires rising, gleaming in the purplish light of the sun. Shocked cries rose from the Ganog, and the empress adopted a look of horror. The new spires began to open. Colossal machines stepped from each spire, and Khar fought the urge to run when he realized what he was seeing. He knew that armor, those too thin limbs. How could he ever forget them? He’d lived as a Judicator, knew exactly what it was like to stare out from one of those cold, lifeless bodies.

      “By the Nameless, what are those things?” the empress whispered.

      “They are called the Void Wraith,” Khar said grimly. “The ships you see emerging from the spires are Harvesters. The tiny figures around the base are Judicators. The giant ones? Those are something my people knew existed, but never had to face. They’re called Omega Judicators.”

      “Their ships are already moving,” Kokar said, spinning to face the empress. “It cannot be a coincidence that just after Utfa found the beacon, these things appear.”

      “They serve him. I’m sure of it.” The empress paced back and forth across the dais. “Combined with the Kthul fleet, there’s no way we can face him. Not without my dreadnoughts. What forces do the Nyar have in system?”

      “We have three dreadnoughts and a dozen cruisers.” Kokar’s fur darkened. “We did not expect betrayal. I must speak with my people at once, warn them to warp away.”

      “If that fleet leaves,” the empress protested, “we have no way to reach my ship in orbit. We need their help.”

      “I cannot ask my fleet to risk the fury of these…Omegas. I’m sorry, Empress, and I know this decision may cost my own life in addition to yours. Yet, my people must continue on, must continue to watch the Cold. Now more than ever.”

      “I understand,” the empress nodded. “Go to your people, and send word ahead in case you are attacked.” She turned back to her attendants. “Gather who you can. We will not be able to get a ship to orbit, so we’ll make a push toward the Warp Portal.”

      “Won’t they expect that?” Khar protested.

      “They will.” Yulo moved to stand next to the dais. “Yet we have no choice. We must defeat whatever lies between us and the portal, or we are lost.”

      A loud whirring came from below, a different cadence from the transport disks. A familiar whirring. Khar spun to the empress. “Prepare yourselves. The Void Wraith begin their assault.”
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      Inwardly Zakanna had lost the battle to despair, but she maintained a small defiance. She would not let her emotions touch her fur, would not show her clan that a part of her had already admitted defeat. Yulo’s presence made that easier, for she knew he’d disapprove of the lapse.

      She turned to Khar. “Tell me of these Void Wraith. How will they fight? What are their weaknesses?”

      “They will utilize cloaking, the same technology the Coalition uses. We took that from the Void Wraith. They utilize two types of line units: Judicators and Alphas. The Alphas stand about four meters tall, but are otherwise identical to the smaller ones. When the Void Wraith are killed, their bodies will detonate a few moments later.”

      “Are they machines?” Zakanna asked, trying to understand how her enemy might think.

      “No, they are the nervous system of a sentient being placed in a cybernetic body. They are capable of independent thought, though they will follow any order their master gives them without question.”

      “Thank you, Khar.” Zakanna inclined her head at the Tigris. She hopped back atop the dais, raising her arms to get everyone’s attention.

      “Warriors of the Nyar, warriors of the Yog, prepare to carry our defiance to these Void Wraith. Deal with the larger ones, these Alphas. Adepts, kill the smaller. They will detonate upon destruction, so use their fallen as weapons against their brethren,” she ordered in a high, clear voice. She stood tall, staring boldly at her followers.

      A sleek, blue vessel rose into view over the island, its wingtips beginning to crackle with white energy.

      “We only have a few moments. Scatter, quickly. Away from the dais,” Khar bellowed, sprinting away himself.

      The empress followed, with Yulo sprinting past both of them.

      Several of the warriors, including a pair from the Nyar delegation, were too slow to dodge. The Harvester fired, and the plasma ball shot into the dais. Warriors and dais were disintegrated, and a smoking crater was all that remained.

      The survivors moved instantly, warriors beginning their breathing while smaller adepts fanned out between them. Yulo and Khar stayed close to Zakanna, both next to a cluster of pillars they could use as cover. She moved to the edge of a pillar to stand next to Khar, lowering her voice. “Will you fight for us?”

      “No,” Khar said.

      He held her gaze in a way no Ganog would have dared. She enjoyed his brusque, casual defiance. So unlike the sycophants or mentors she’d grown up knowing.

      “But I will kill Void Wraith, and I will attempt to keep them from killing you. Their appearance here makes something very clear, Zakanna. Your enemy is our enemy. If you survive this, you may end up being an ally. If you do not, my enemy grows stronger and he will hurl that strength at my allies. I have an interest in preserving your life.”

      “You cannot stop them from wiping us out, but die knowing that my death will embolden the people,” she said. Her fur tingled, shifting to a clear, pristine white. She straightened, meeting Khar’s gaze, tuning out everything else around her. “If I die fighting, the people will know. They will rise up, and oppose the seekers. Oppose the Nameless Ones. But they must see us struggle, see us give our lives as we ask them to do.”

      “I am proud of you, Zakanna,” Yulo called from another pillar. His fur was snowy white, mirroring her own. “I have watched you grow, watching you learn, err, and succeed. Yet not until today have you learned the final lesson.”

      “What do you mean?” she glanced down at her fur, not understanding. “I’ve struggled to achieve the white my whole life. I’m no different than I was yesterday, so why now?”

      “You have accepted your death,” Khar rumbled. His golden mane rippled in a sudden wind. Engines whined from below. They were getting closer. “In that certainly lies peace.”

      “You are familiar with the Haak?” Zakanna asked, blinking.

      “I am unsurprised,” Master Yulo said. He laughed, clapping the Tigris on his shoulder. “You could have been born Ganog, Khar of the Tigris. Yes, he is correct, Zakanna. The certainty of death offers a powerful focus.”

      “I am familiar with this…Haak. We lack a word for it, but the concept runs deep in my culture.” Khar turned to face the edge of the island, and Zakanna followed his gaze. A second Harvester rose into view, wingtips crackling as it prepared another volley.

      This vessel was closer, and gave her a much better view. It resembled a bird of prey, long blue wings curving inward until they almost touched at the tip. The vessel was sleek and deadly. It was wholly unlike Ganog ships, or that of any other race she’d encountered—even this new Coalition.

      Yet the vessel awakened a primal fear deep within her, a certainty that hundreds of centuries ago her ancestors had quaked under the shadow of these very ships.

      A third vessel rose into view, then a fourth. Azure energy began crackling between their wingtips, each growing into a ball of blinding brilliance.

      “Scatter,” Khar roared, tackling Zakanna from behind. He carried her away from the pillar a hairsbreadth before a ball of energy streaked into the area where she’d been standing.

      The force of the explosion hurled them across the island, but Zakanna rolled to her feet beside another pillar. Khar staggered to his feet next to her, smoke rising from the rear of his armor. Part of his mane had been burned away, but if he was wounded it didn’t seem to slow him.

      “Why aren’t they firing?” she yelled to Khar, though her gaze was fixed on the ships. They’d moved to hover near each other at the opposite edge of the island.

      “They’re going to send in Judicators.” Khar pointed toward the Nyar delegation. “That’s the largest concentration of people. The Judicators are fairly predictable. They will advance on that position, and wipe that group out before shifting to other targets.”

      The ships descended lower, nearly touching the grass. Blue ramps extended from each, but no troops emerged. Zakanna’s eyes narrowed. She opened her lower nostrils, catching a new scent.

      “Pulse grenades!” she roared. Warriors in every cluster reacted as they’d been trained, lobbing pulse grenades onto the ramps. The grenades detonated in a staccato of explosions, and each explosion flung thin-limbed blue bodies into the air. Two seconds later, those bodies began to explode, in many cases catching their own troops.

      A hail of blue plasma fire came from the ramps, then from the edges of the island around the ramps. Dozens of shots peppered her forces, drawing cries of pain. A nearby warrior took a plasma blast to the chest, staggering back a step.

      “Meb!” Khar roared. The empress turned in time to see Meb crash to the grass, smoke rising from a wound in his chest.

      Her forces flung a few more pulse grenades, but the fire didn’t slacken. One by one, they were picking off her people, and any warrior who charged the enemy position was cut down.

      She moved behind the pillar, using it as cover. Khar and Yulo moved to neighboring pillars.

      She turned to Yulo. “Master, what do we do? I see no way forward.”

      “I have no advice, little one. If we flee, it will be into the arms of more of these Void Wraith. If we attack, they will cut us down,” Yulo called. His fur was still white, and she was surprised to find that so was hers.

      “Then we will await death,” she called, in a high, clear voice. “When it comes we will stab it in the eye, even as it drags us into the gaze of the Nameless Ones.”
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      Takkar was not amused. He paced back and forth across his dais, alone on his command island excepting the single techsmith.

      High above, the battle played out before him. His forces were finishing off the last few of the ineffectual blue ships, venting their collective rage. The real threat—Fizgig and her fleets—were safely hidden behind their cowardly cloaking.

      That left the factory floating in high orbit unprotected. If he attacked it, it would force Fizgig to respond. Yet he doubted it would be that simple. She had at least one more trap, probably several more.

      “Move into firing range on that factory,” he ordered. Once again, the only way to deal with the trap was to spring it.

      The techsmith’s temple pulsed, and she relayed it to the techsmiths on the other vessels. Moments later, the fleet began drifting toward the factory.

      They hadn’t made it far when a massive object decloaked near the factory. It was unlike the other technology the Coalition had thus far used—an orbital defense platform forged from a bronze-colored alloy.

      Cannons bristled across the surface, and those cannons launched a massive salvo at the Azi command ship on his left flank. Most of the cannon shots appeared to be some sort of primitive projectile weapon.

      Not all of them, though. Half a dozen of the human’s new theta cannons were nestled amidst the others. They sliced through the Azi shields, blasting massive chunks of the hull into space. White clouds of atmosphere puffed through the breaches as the vessel struggled to maintain shields.

      “Focus all fire on the platform. Everything we have. All cannons, all fighters,” Takkar roared.

      A wave of fighters broke off from the fleet, streaking toward the platform in high orbit. He turned to the techsmith. “Magnify the target.”

      The view above zoomed suddenly forward, now fixed on the orbital defense platform. It wasn’t the first Takkar had encountered, though it was certainly the largest. The technology was simple, yet effective. The projectiles from the smaller cannons stabbed into his fleet, detonating fighters. Over and over they fired, with a four-micron gap between each salvo.

      “Our dreadnoughts are in range, Clan Leader,” the techsmith murmured.

      “Fire.” Takkar folded his arms, smiling grimly.

      Bolts of scarlet shot from every dreadnought, burning into the defense platform. Every shot destroyed a cluster of turrets, and when the volley ended, the factory had lost over two-thirds of its armaments. Fire and debris sprayed out around the platform like a sea of shimmering jewels.

      The remaining cannons continued to fire at the wave of approaching fighters, still inflicting significant losses.

      “Finish them.” Takkar paced back and forth, carefully studying his fleet’s position.

      He suspected Fizgig would come for him soon. She preferred wounded prey, and that meant the Azi dreadnought was her most likely target. They’d managed to stabilize their shields, but rather than retreat to the rear, Ro’kan was pressing the assault on the factory.

      “Give me that Azi fool. Now!” Takkar roared.

      A multi-legged holoprojector rose from beside a pillar and walked toward him. It broadcast a shimmering energy field, coalescing into a view of the Azi bridge.

      “Ro’kan, what are you doing?” Takkar demanded.

      Ro’kan’s holographic form turned to face Takkar, eyes narrowing. Behind him stood two black-robed figures. One rushed forward to whisper in his ear.

      “What you are too cowardly to do, apparently,” Ro’kan taunted. “That station has damaged my flagship. I will exact a toll in blood.”

      “And this course was recommended to you by the seekers?” Takkar asked. He didn’t bother ordering the Azi to abandon his course. He knew the fool wouldn’t listen.

      “What does it matter, Takkar?” Ro’kan demanded, his tone softening to resignation.

      “Die well, Azi.” Takkar gestured at the techsmith, and the hologram winked out. He turned to the Saurian. “How many of my clan guard stand ready?”

      The techsmith’s answer was instant. “Seventeen, Clan Leader.”

      “Have them warped to the Azi command island. Kill Ro’kan, the seekers, and anyone else who resists. They are to assume direct command. Have the dreadnought pull back to the center of our ranks.”

      Takkar’s fury grew as the Azi dreadnought continued to fire on the orbital defense platform. They’d moved to an angle the surviving guns couldn’t reach, and Ro’kan no doubt foolishly assumed that made him safe.

      Takkar knew better. Fizgig would pounce soon, and the Azi dreadnought was the most likely target.

      “Clan Leader, enemy vessels de-cloaking,” the techsmith said, all in a rush.

      Takkar scanned the space around the fleet. The enemy vessels were instantly tagged with red triangles — they were attacking the rear of his fleet with the full might of the enemy. Over two dozen vessels had decloaked and launched a withering barrage at his forces.

      They weren’t aiming for the Azi. They weren’t even aiming for a dreadnought. Clusters of enemy ships focused on cruisers and destroyers, easily overcoming the smaller vessels. After their skirmishes with the Void Wraith, many were weakened, easy prey.

      “Continue the barrage on the defense platform.” Takkar scowled up at the battle. He could order his fleet to engage, but if he did, Fizgig would melt away. “Have the Yog forces break off to deal with the enemy fleet.”

      The Yog dreadnoughts pulled away from the doomed orbital defense platform, aiming their cannons at Fizgig’s fleet. As expected, her vessels broke off immediately. They scattered, easily dodging the Yog cannons.

      Takkar turned back to the platform and smiled. Its flaming wreckage rained down over the planet — hunks of metal large enough to destroy cities.

      “Clan Leader, the clan guard has reported. They’ve secured the Azi bridge, and have placed one of the Azi in command.” The techsmith bowed, disappearing into her robes.

      Takkar glanced upward, watching as the wounded dreadnought retreated into their ranks. Why had the seekers counseled Ro’kan to such reckless action? They cared nothing for glory, and that was the only reason for the risk. It was as if they didn’t care if their Azi allies were eliminated…

      He went cold. “Perhaps they don’t care. Perhaps that is exactly what they are seeking.”
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      “Just take a quick peek over the hillside, Rex,” Edwards instructed. Rex obligingly poked its reptilian head over the hillside, giving Edwards an excellent vantage of the combat below. If it could be called a proper combat.

      Six planetstriders were laying into the factory they were here to ‘protect’. Edwards wasn’t too worried about the fate of some mostly empty buildings, but that didn’t mean he could afford to relax. He’d been ordered to do as much damage as possible. Besides, if he could bag two more striders Juliard might actually come down for a visit.

      He raised the cannon arm, poking it over the hill. None of the planetstriders were turned in their direction, so Edwards took his sweet time lining up the shot. He planted it square in the back of another strider with the missile batteries, and was delighted when it went up like a pack of firecrackers.

      The thick billowing smoke began to clear, exposing a scaly leg. The planetstrider strode from the smoke, missing an arm. The control unit had been severely damaged, but the creature was still functional.

      Edwards shot him again—this time, right in the face. The planetstrider stumbled back into the smoke, then crashed heavily to the earth. The force of its fall extinguished the fire, and the smoke quickly dissipated.

      “That’s two. Hope you’re listenin’ up there, Lieutenant.” Edwards nudged Rex. “Get us back behind cover.”

      Just in time. The other planetstriders where moving in his direction.

      “Looks like you pissed them off, Edwards,” came a familiar voice over the comm. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

      “Burke, that you?” Edwards asked. “Uh, I mean Captain.”

      “Yeah, you bet your ass it is. Here’s the deal, Sergeant. You knock ’em down, we keep ’em down. If you see them start swarming Alpha Company’s position, see if you can convince them to back off.”

      “Can do, sir. All right, Rex. You heard the man. Charge, buddy.” Rex lumbered up over the hill, right into a flurry of enemy cannon shots. Scarlet beams tore into the mountainside, and Edwards instinctively raised the claw arm to shield Rex’s face.

      After a moment he lowered it. “Wait, that was it? You pansies can’t shoot for shit.”

      A scarlet beam hit Rex in the chest, knocking him onto his back. He slid down the mountainside, pulverizing millions of tons of rock.

      “I stand corrected.”

      Rex waggled on his back like a turtle, crushing more rock until he was finally able to flip over.

      “Okay, Rex. New plan. Head around to the other side of the mountain. We’ll pop off a couple shots, then retreat back into cover.”

      Rex lumbered into motion, obediently circling the mountain. Edwards knew this was a basic tactic, one the enemy would probably anticipate. He couldn’t think of anything better though, so what the hell? It took Rex a full minute to make the trip.

      “Slow down a bit, bud. Peek up over that ridge there,” Edwards ordered. He waited patiently as Rex carried them to the vantage he’d selected. “Wow.”

      The planetstriders were laying into the city around them, firing wildly. They swatted with robotic claws, trying in vain to smash the cloud of mechs irritating them. The nimble booster mechs easily avoided the ungainly behemoths. Edwards knew exactly how the poor striders felt. He’d hated sparring against Alpha Company, because he could never catch any of them.

      Edwards took aim with his cannon, focusing on the closest planetstrider. This time, he aimed for the leg. The cannon began its familiar subsonic whine, then belched a beam of scarlet brilliance. The beam hit the back of the knee, melting bone and flesh. The strider was suddenly legless, and its fall crushed the last few buildings in that sector. The strider struggled to rise from the debris, flailing pitifully.

      “Well done, Sergeant,” Burke’s voice came over the comm. “Just keep knocking them down, and we’ll invade the control units.”

      “Hey, Juliard, you watching this?” Edwards asked. He didn’t bother to disguise the pride in his voice.

      “Yup, great work, Edwards. Looks like I owe you a date.”

      “Just let me tidy up a bit down here first, then Rex and I would be happy to take you for a little drive.” Edwards took another planetstrider at the knee, knocking it to the ground. Mechs swarmed it, zipping past flailing limbs as they converged on the control unit.

      It was shaping up to be a great day.
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      Khar flipped back to his feet, parrying another slash from the Judicator in front of him. Four more clustered behind it, all attempting to maneuver their way closer. He risked a brief glance behind him, relieved to see that both Yulo and Zakanna were holding their own.

      They fought back to back, surrounded by endless foes. It was the kind of end every Tigris dreamed of—a legendary stand against an implacable enemy.

      Sparks flew as his plasma dagger met his foe’s, but this time Khar knocked the Judicator’s arm aside. His blade rocketed forward, plunging into the Judicator’s heart. Khar swept the Judicator’s legs, knocking it to the ground. The blow had been enough to trigger the self-destruct.

      He seized one of the Judicator’s legs, slamming it into three of its companions. They went down in a tangle, then detonated. Robotic limbs and orange liquid were flung in all directions, coating Khar.

      “Ugg, this goop is disgusting,” Zakanna called. Khar turned in time to see her leap a meter into the air. Her foot blurred, slamming into the side of a Judicator’s head with so much force that the blue, metallic head crumpled.

      The momentum carried the body into another Judicator, tripping it. Zakanna leapt on her foe, ripping off an arm with a tremendous yell. She raised the arm like a club, bringing it down on the Judicator’s head. It went down, just as the first detonated.

      Zakanna was knocked backwards by the explosion, but somehow rolled to her feet next to Khar. Her robes were stained, her fur singed, but her expression remained resolute.

      “The Alphas have finished off the last of your warriors. They’ll be coming for us next,” Khar called, parrying a blow from the next Judicator. He fell back a pace, his back bumping into Yulo.

      “We’re out of room to maneuver,” Yulo said. He darted forward, smashing two Judicator heads together with a sickening crunch, then darted back, his back once again nearly touching Khar’s. “We cannot maintain this position.”

      Something rumbled above. Khar glanced up to see stone raining down. The uneven chunks fell from a hole in the spire itself, hundreds of tons of rock raining down on the far side of the island. Dozens of Judicators were crushed, and the resulting detonations killed dozens more.

      A shadow appeared over the hole above, then the high-pitched whine of engines drowned out the sporadic weapons fire. The vessel descended through the hole, above the trio of Harvesters. The grounded vessels were easy targets. The cruiser opened up with a hail of Ganog plasma fire, tearing into the first Void Wraith vessel.

      “Allies of yours?” Khar called over his shoulder.

      “I do not recognize the vessel,” she called back, deflecting another blow from a Judicator.

      “Nor I,” Yulo called. He head-butted a Judicator, then dropped another with a low kick. “At least they are not more of these twisted, blue Nameless Spawn.”

      The second and third vessels were beginning to lift off. The cruiser spun, dipping its rear toward the Void Wraith. A ramp lowered, exposing the ship’s cargo bay. Dozens of missiles streaked out, peppering the engines on both Void Wraith vessels.

      The shots unerringly targeted the most vulnerable parts of those engines, the welds where they met. Those engines detonated, and both Harvesters crashed back down to the island. One landed near the edge, tottering for a long instant, then plummeted over the side with a screech of metal on metal.

      Khar ducked under a wicked swipe from a Judicator, momentarily losing sight of the cruiser. Something punched into his back, and he staggered to one knee. Red warning indicators flared in his lower back. He roared, lunged backwards with an elbow. It knocked the Judicator back a step, but another stepped into its place.

      Zakanna stepped behind it, sweeping its legs, then finishing it with a blow to the head. She flung the body into the cluster of Judicators behind her; the resulting explosion filled the area with smoke and flame.

      Khar took advantage of the momentary reprieve to stand up and move back into position with the others.

      Explosions sounded from the far side of the island, growing closer. Then Khar heard a sound that drew a fanged smile: the whirring of hydraulic limbs. “These are allies. I recognize that sound. Those are Coalition mechs—our Linebacker class. I do not know how, but my people have landed a strike team.”

      The whine of engines grew louder, and the hot rush of thrusters blasted away the remaining smoke. The cruiser hovered twenty meters above them. A single figure with a rifle stood at the edge of the ramp, and she aimed the rifle in his direction.

      The weapon discharged, and a harpoon sank into the ground at Khar’s feet. The cable at the end snapped taut, leading back into the ship. The soldier clamped the other end to a bracket just inside the ship, then turned back in his direction. “Get in. Move, soldier!”

      “Zakanna,” Khar roared, kicking a Judicator from his path. “You first. Go. Now.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, but Yulo darted forward. He seized Zakanna, hurling her into the air. She sailed toward the ship, grabbing the cable just a few feet below the ramp.

      “You next, Yulo.” Khar gestured at the cable, snapping a kick behind to knock away another Judicator.

      “Oh, please.” Yulo looked at him as one would a kit who’d just stated something ridiculous. Yulo leaped, easily grabbing the base of the ramp. He flipped inside, disappearing out of sight.

      Khar grabbed the cable, climbing hand over hand toward the ramp. A Judicator leapt toward him, slashing into his leg with a plasma blade. He grunted reflexively, even though there was no pain, and climbed faster, finally getting a hand on the ramp.

      An armored figure stepped into view offering a hand. It was the human who’d fired the grappling hook.

      “Nolan?” Khar accepted the hand, and the human pulled him into the ship.

      “Nope, he’s down there wrecking shop in one of the mechs,” a female voice said. Khar didn’t recognize her. “Why don’t you and your, uh, guests settle in while I go back to work?”

      The woman picked up a particle rifle large enough to be mounted on a mech, then quickly set up the bipod.

      Khar turned to look down at the island. Three mechs and a single Ganog warrior had engaged the Void Wraith. One of those mechs moved with a prescient grace. It was as if the pilot knew where his enemy was going to be, before the enemy moved.

      Every missile found its target. His particle cannon ended Alpha after Alpha.

      “Who is that warrior?” Yulo asked, nodding down at the mech.

      “That,” Khar boomed, grinning, “that, my friends, is Nolan, the man the Void Wraith most fear.”
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      Nolan walked his particle cannon down the line of Judicators, surgically targeting which ones he wanted to detonate. The resulting explosions destroyed every Judicator on the line, opening a sizable gap in their ranks.

      “Mmm, Captain Nolan?” Aluki commed. “Your ally and his companions are safely aboard.”

      “Companions?” Nolan asked, leaping backwards as he fired another volley of missiles. Another line of explosions, followed by the secondary detonations of Judicators self-destructing.

      “He brought two Ganog with him,” Aluki supplied. “Mmm, I recognize both. Master Yulo, and the empress herself. Both are extremely dangerous.”

      “Noted.” Nolan turned his mech forty-five degrees. Annie had just opened up with a missile volley, tearing up the left flank. Nolan added a volley of his own, devastating their already weakened line.

      T’kon took aim with a plasma rifle, coring an Alpha who’d survived the volley. “Nolan, you are killing five to my one. Even Annie is out-killing me.” He sounded supremely offended.

      Annie’s rough voice broke over the comm. “Well, you gotta understand, darlin’.” She paused, her mech belching another volley of missiles into a sea of Judicators. “Every bit of training we received was against the Void Wraith. When they taught us to pilot these things, it was against simulated Void Wraith. This just ain’t a fair fight.”

      Hannan’s booster mech shot into the air, and missiles rained down onto the disorganized Void Wraith. They gave back sporadic fire, but the shots washed harmlessly over Hannan’s armor.

      “Why don’t their weapons touch you?” T’kon demanded, as he cored another Judicator.

      “Because we have modulated shields designed to disperse Void Wraith plasma fire,” Nolan explained. He emptied the last of his missiles into the crumbling southern flank. “I’ve gotten confirmation that Khar is safe. Let’s get the hell out of here, people. Fall back to the ship.”

      The squad retreated in good order, Lieutenant Hannan delivering several small salvos of missiles to discourage pursuit. It really did feel like an unfair fight, especially after having to deal with the Ganog’s superior technology.

      “Man, I still remember being terrified of those blue bastards. I definitely like having the edge, for once.” Hannan laughed over the comm. She fired a final salvo, then gracefully guided her mech to the cruiser’s ramp.

      Annie leapt in next, and Nolan leapt after. He grabbed the side of the ramp, pulling his mech inside the ship. A desultory scattering of shots came from the Void Wraith, but his shields held. The ramp began to slide close.

      “I have never before seen such ferocity or bravery,” Khar boomed. He walked up to Nolan’s mech, his broad Tigris face grinning out from that thick golden mane.

      “Indeed,” a purple-furred Ganog said. She wore an adept’s gi, and walked with enviable grace. “I doubt anyone has ever mounted such an assault on a Ganog spire. The audacity is…impressive.”

      T’kon barked out an amused laugh. “It’s not as original as you might think.”

      “I didn’t hear you complaining when we pulled your furry butt out of that spire.” Nolan pointed out.

      “True,” T’kon allowed. He gave Nolan a smile. “And the empress is right about the audacity.”

      “I do not care if you perform such rescues daily. Thank you for my life,” a white-furred Ganog said. He gave a graceful bow, settling into a lotus position. “I am Master Yulo, and this is her highness, the Empress Zakanna of the Yog clan.”

      Nolan was thankful he was inside the mech. Yulo’s muscles bulged, and while not so large as a full elite, he could have torn apart an unaugmented human. Nolan was numbed by the revelation. They had the Ganog Empress on board? What the hell was he supposed to do about that? Imprison her? Work with her?

      First, he needed to find a way off-planet.

      “Aluki, what’s the aerial deployment looking like?” Nolan asked, allowing the question both on the comm and the mech’s loudspeakers.

      “Mmm, not good. There are dozens of those Harvesters hovering over the city.”

      “His name is Nolan?” the empress asked Khar. Then she turned to face Nolan. “Nolan, if you can find a way past the Void Wraith, I have a dreadnought in orbit.”

      “We’ll see what we can do. Hannan, how do you feel about going for a little joyride?” Nolan asked. He checked the status of her mech. The armor wasn’t too badly scored, but she was down to a handful of missiles.

      “I’ll give em hell, sir—just keep that ramp open so I can get back inside before you all zoom away into the sunset.”

      “Not just yet. But I want you to stand by to be deployed, in case we get into the thick of it.” If it came down to combat with the Harvesters, their survival was unlikely. But goddamned it, they weren’t going down swinging.
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      Nolan dropped into the copilot seat next to Aluki. The Whalorian had proven to be a surprisingly adept pilot, expertly guiding the cruiser through the hole they’d made in the spire. She continued to surprise Nolan, and he was beginning to wonder if the cute bumbly alien thing was merely an act.

      “Mmm, we are not going to break orbit if we have to deal with those Void Wraith.” The cruiser slowed to a hover, just inside the hole.

      “Lena, are you on comms?” Nolan asked.

      “Yes, Captain.” Lena’s prim voice came back. “What do you require?”

      “Can you give our cruiser a Void Wraith signature and ident?” he asked, unsure if the idea were even possible.

      “You want to make us look like a Void Wraith?” Lena asked. “It’s an interesting idea, but what if they have some way of detecting us? If they fire, we’re dead.”

      “They won’t. The Void Wraith have been in storage here for who knows how many centuries? There’s no way they’ve been modified to deal with Coalition tech. And that means we know how these things operate. We should be able to slip right on by,” Nolan insisted. “How quickly can you do it?”

      “Give me a few moments. It won’t take long.”

      “Mmm, Captain, a pair of harvesters are inbound.” Aluki pointed at the approaching vessels, their sleek blue forms quickly growing larger.

      “Lena, not to be that officer, but we’re out of time.” Nolan rose slowly from the copilot’s chair. He was tempted to go back to his mech, but that wasn’t going to help against harvesters. They needed the cargo bay closed to break orbit. Nor did he want to deploy Hannan. If Lena’s plan worked, it wouldn’t protect Hannan.

      “I understand the need, Captain, but I cannot hurry this. You must find a way to deal with the harvesters. I’ll inform you when I am finished. Lena out.” Her connection was terminated.

      That cinched it. “Hannan, I need you to deploy. Do whatever you can to slow those harvesters. Nuchik, get your extra oxygen tank and go with her,” Nolan ordered. He ducked through the hatch, sprinting toward the cargo bay.

      “Sir, Khar is a better pilot than I am. He should be the one that goes,” Hannan said.

      “No time. You’re already in the cockpit. Get out there. Now!” Nolan roared, skidding into the hangar bay.

      The ship lurched violently, and Nolan was tossed from his feet. He slammed into the wall, then into the ground. Mechs were tossed around, but thankfully their harnesses kept them from tumbling about the cargo bay.

      “Aluki, what the hell was that?” Nolan demanded, climbing to his feet.

      “Mmm, one of the harvesters fired upon us. I’m doing all I can to keep away, but they are faster and more maneuverable. If they hit us again, we will not survive.” The Whalorian’s tone was matter of fact, maybe even a bit cheerful.

      Lena’s voice came over the comm, her tone urgent. “Captain, please engage the cloak. Quickly.”

      “Aluki?” Nolan asked.

      “Done.” There were several moments of tense silence. “The Harvesters have broken off, Captain. Shall I plot a course to the dreadnought?”

      “No. Head for the planet’s nadir, and ready a jump to the coordinates I’ve reflagged in the system.” Nolan leaned against the wall, removing his helmet now that there was no need to open the cargo ramp. He was relieved that he didn’t need to send Hannan out there.

      “Captain, what is the meaning of this?” the empress demanded, striding boldly up to Nolan.

      “Uh-uh, fuzzy.” Annie leapt to her feet, aiming her shotgun at the empress. “Take a couple big steps back from the captain. Would be a shame if I had to mess up that pretty face.”

      “It’s all right, Annie.” Nolan rose and walked to the empress.

      Annie shrugged, then walked off to stand by her mech.

      “Listen,” Nolan started, then said, “what should I call you, anyway?”

      “I am Empress Zakanna of the Yog Clan, and it is the fourth year of my reign.” She delivered the words with a regal air that somehow avoided straying into pompous. “You may address me as Empress.”

      “All right, Empress. Here’s what’s happening. Your people have invaded Coalition space. Even as we speak, they’re assaulting our shipyards. As of right now, we are at war, and I am taking you prisoner.” Nolan slid into a combat stance. Annie raised her shotgun again. The arm of Hannan’s mech swung around to cover Yulo. T’kon aimed a weapon at Khar, and Nolan realized that Khar had stepped protectively in front of the empress. Lovely. “Khar, you are still a Coalition officer. I don’t know what’s gone down during your captivity, but we have the enemy commander in custody. I’m taking her to Fizgig.”

      “I would never betray our people.” Khar relaxed, moving away from the empress. He eyed Nolan pleadingly. “Nolan, we need her alive and cooperative if we wish to stop the devastation at Atreas. She can do that with a single word.”

      “Nolan.” The empress’s voice dropped the temperature a good twenty degrees. “I know you believe you have the upper hand, but if you force me to fight, you will find out that you are sorely mistaken.”

      “Zakanna,” Yulo snapped. He moved to stand before her, his fur going pale grey as he frowned at her. “Do not let your pride blind you. These people recognize the guardians Utfa has used to seize your capital. They know, and have defeated, these Void Wraith. We must sue for peace, and quickly. If you ever wish to retake Imperalis, you will need this Coalition to do it.”

      Zakanna deflated, her fur going a soft blue-white. “Very well. I will be a prisoner, for now. Take us to this system, and I will order Takkar to cease the assault. Then, perhaps, we can meet to discuss what comes next. However, before we depart this system we should dock with my flagship. Its firepower will be useful in the days to come.”

      He eyed her carefully, trying to understand her motive. A dreadnought was a powerful weapon, but if he went there he’d be surrendering himself to her power. If she really wanted to take her world back, she’d need the Coalition. But could he trust her?

      “Mmm, Captain, you must see this,” Aluki commed. A video feed sprang up on the wall-mounted holoprojector. The image showed the surface of the planet—specifically the capital city. The spires had all begun to glow.

      “Empress, what are we seeing?” Nolan asked, staring uneasily at the growing brilliance.

      “I do not know,” she whispered, attention all on the image of her city.

      The light brightened until the brilliance drowned out the rest of the image. The point of view shifted to orbit, just as a beam of pure white brilliance poured from the planet. It boiled the atmosphere around the city, the torrent blazing a path into space.

      Four dreadnoughts sat at the heart of a cloud of cruisers and destroyers. The energy washed over them. When it was over, two dreadnoughts remained, both severely damaged. None of the smaller ships survived.

      “What did we just witness?” Zakanna demanded, looking from Yulo to Nolan.

      “Looks like they’ve got some sort of planetary defenses,” Nolan said. “Hopefully that thing has a cooldown. Aluki, make for the empress’s dreadnought and request permission to dock. Make sure they know who we have on board.”

      Zakanna eyed him curiously, silent for a long moment. “Thank you, Captain. I know it is difficult to trust me, but I assure you we have a common enemy.”

      “You’ve sold me, Empress. I just hope you’re willing to live up to your word.”
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      Utfa watched in rapture as the city’s brilliance discharged into the sky. Pulses of data flowed into his mind, showing the carnage the shot had wreaked on the unsuspecting Nyar fleet.

      “Their two remaining dreadnoughts will warp away before we can fire again,” Oako cautioned. He folded his arms beneath his robes, peering at Utfa from under his cowl.

      “Let them.” Utfa barked a short laugh. “Both remaining vessels are damaged, and without access to the shipyards we now control, there is no way to repair them. We’ve destroyed a quarter of the Nyar fleet before the fools even know we are at war.”

      Utfa walked to the edge of the island, the beacon pulsing and humming behind him. It allowed control over the guardians, but only of a rough sort. He could tell them what he wanted done, but not how to do it. That was dangerous, and could lead to unintended consequences. He’d need to take great care.

      “Of course, master.” Oako gave a half-bow.

      Both paused, staring up at the hole that had been punched in the top of the royal spire. The Void Wraith had been tracking the ship that had extracted the empress. Several harvesters had moved to engage. Then, suddenly, the empress was gone. There was no more data about the ship, not its destruction, nor its whereabouts.

      “What will you do?” Oako asked. Perhaps Utfa imagined the accusatory tone, and perhaps not. For now he chose to ignore it.

      Utfa closed his eyes, pulses flowing from his temple into the arcanotome. He attempted to get the guardians to search for the empress, to no avail. Somehow, she’d vanished from their sensors. Utfa stalked back and forth, glaring through the hole in the spire.

      “If she escapes—”

      “I am no fool, Oako. I know what will happen if she escapes. She will become a rallying cry for the Yog and the Vkash. All who seek to avoid the gaze of the Nameless Ones will flock to her standard, forming an army bent on retaking Imperalis.” Utfa rounded on Oako. “Yet the day is not lost. My clan’s fleet waits in orbit.”

      Utfa had ordered the Kthul dreadnoughts to wait in high orbit, a healthy distance from the empress’s forces. Until now he hadn’t risked them, both to preserve his forces and to cast confusion on the situation. Right now, the empress might know that Utfa was the one controlling the guardians, but there was no proof—nothing she could hold up to the other clans.

      Entering the battle directly was risky, yet he saw no other choice. It was time to reveal themselves, and their true allegiance.

      “What will you do?” Oako asked. His warrior roots provided context for the question. Oako thought like a warrior, and craved a warrior’s answer.

      “I’ve ordered all three Kthul dreadnoughts to assault the empress directly. They will disable, then board her ship,” Utfa provided. He forced himself to stop pacing, to take deep, calming breaths through his upper nostrils. This was his moment of triumph, and if he wished to savor it, he must calmly attend to its completion.

      “Why not have the guardians do that?” Oako asked. The suspicion remained in his tone, the barely concealed superiority. He felt he was a better battle commander than Utfa, despite never having led. The arrogance of youth. Utfa had been no different.

      “The guardians have yet to reach low orbit. Having them cloak and mass will give the empress time to prepare. While the guardians are effective against smaller foes, I doubt they’d enjoy the same success against a full dreadnought. No, they will remain here to protect the capital.”

      Utfa didn’t mention his fear that he couldn’t adequately control the guardians, and that they might kill everyone in orbit, their forces included. If he asked them to bring the empress back alive, they might do it. Or they might kill everyone. By entrusting the matter to his clan, he ensured that it would be carried out as he wished.

      Besides, there was little point in hiding his clan’s activities after today. Seizing Imperalis would trigger a war, no matter what else occurred.

      Pulses of data flowed into his mind. Utfa gave a wicked smile. His forces were closing with the empress’s dreadnought.
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      The cruiser shuddered as it struggled to break orbit, drawing a wince from Nolan. It felt suspiciously like enemy fire, and there was nothing he could do about it from the cargo bay. He considered boarding his mech, but saw no point. Without boosters it would be useless in space, and once they reached the empress’s dreadnought there was no way he’d be allowed to keep it.

      Even with boosters, taking a mech out there would be a bad idea. The Void Wraith had stopped attacking them for now. If that changed, they were surrounded. They’d be destroyed in seconds.

      “Captain,” Hannan said, speaking in a low voice. She approached with Annie and Nuchik in tow, stopping near the foot of his mech. “You got a minute, sir?”

      “Yeah.” Nolan noted that T’kon stood with the empress, Khar, and Yulo on the far side of the cargo bay. Their adversarial stance wasn’t lost on him. Sides were being chosen, and he didn’t like where people were coming down.

      “Sir, it’s not too late to take control of the situation. We can warp away the second we break atmosphere. Are you absolutely certain you want to dock with that dreadnought?” The tension bled into Hannan’s tone, though Nolan could tell she was trying to mute it in front of the others.

      “Trusting the empress is a risk, one that I might be court-martialed for once this all settles. Here’s the thing, though: Khar is right. Without her cooperation, there will be no way to stop the battle in the Atreas system.” Nolan gave a heavy sigh. “I’ve got the growing suspicion that we’re going to find the empress on our side, and that we’ll need all the help we can get.”

      “Might be the case,” Annie allowed. She wore a sour expression, her attention fixed on Khar. “Whatever happens though, I’d keep him away from the Ganog. He looks about two days away from going feral.”

      “That’s not for us to decide. Fizgig asked us to get Khar home, and we’re doing that.” Nolan shook his head. “Just stay alert. When we touch down on that dreadnought we’ll find out real quick whether or not this was a mistake. When that happens, follow my lead. If they decide to capture us, resisting will only get us killed.”

      “I don’t like it, sir,” Hannan said.

      Nuchik brushed a lock of copper hair from her face, but added nothing.

      “Me either,” Nolan said. “In fact, I hate it. The easy thing to do would be to warp away, but in this instance I don’t think it’s the smart thing to do. I’ve got to play this my way.” He caught her gaze, finding understanding there.

      “All right, sir, it’s your call. Better you than me,” Hannan said. She turned to Annie and Nuchik. “Annie, get your mech idling. Nuchik, get your rifle primed. At the very least, we’ll stay ready.”

      Nolan knew the point of the orders as soon as she gave them. Giving them something to do would take their minds off the looming situation.

      He moved to his own mech, pulling himself up the leg and into the cockpit. He left the cockpit open, but activated one of the internal holoterminals. Nolan keyed it to the ship’s sensors, and began scanning the system.

      They’d reached low orbit, and thus far the Void Wraith hadn’t adjusted their position. It looked like they’d made it. He scanned the planet, but there was no sign of whatever ground-based weapon had fired before would fire again.

      “Uh-oh,” he muttered. Nolan looked up at T’kon. “Hey, T’kon, you guys are going to want to see this.” He keyed in the command to activate the cargo bay’s holoterminal, sharing what he was seeing.

      Three dreadnoughts were moving to encircle the empress. They were supported by a small fleet of cruisers and destroyers—enough that he doubted the empress’s single ship had any chance.

      “I should have expected this,” the empress called in a clear voice. “Captain, what you’re seeing is the approach of the Kthul. It is they who seized control of my world, and I suspect they seek to silence me here.”

      “There’s still a chance to just warp away,” Nolan pointed out. “We can get you out of here right now, with no risk.”

      “Doing so would cost my dreadnought, and the lives of my soldiers,” the empress protested. She looked uncertainly at the white-furred Ganog. “Master Yulo, what would you suggest I do?”

      “Saving yourself is meaningless if your clan learns that you fled this battle prematurely. You need that dreadnought, and you need to be seen escaping.” Yulo rested a hand on the empress’s shoulder. “Sometimes doing what is right is difficult, but the price of doing otherwise is much higher.”

      “Aluki, how far out from the dreadnought are we?” Nolan asked over the comm. He could see the holo, but it was difficult to judge distances based on the limited information he was tapping into.

      “We can be docked in sixty seconds, but those other dreadnoughts are going to reach it at almost exactly the same time,” Aluki’s high voice came back.

      “All right, Empress. Hold on. This is going to be a bumpy landing.”
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      The cruiser shuddered violently, sending Nolan lurching into his mech’s leg. He clung on, as the squad struggled to do the same all around him. The empress and her white-furred companion stood calmly, rolling with the motion like ancient earth sailors on their mother sea.

      “Mmm, we’re taking collateral fire from the dreadnought flak cannons.” Aluki’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “Both engines are damaged. Hold on. I’m going to guide us into the hangar bay.”

      The ship lurched again, and Nolan’s hand shot out to seize the bar affixed to the mech’s leg. He tensed his arm, holding himself in place as the ship bounced its way through what felt like an asteroid field. Nolan hated not being able to see what was going on, hated trusting his fate to someone else’s reflexes and intuition.

      “I am quite surprised by how competent your ka’tok is, Captain Nolan,” the empress began in a conversational tone.

      “If you refer to her that way again, you will regret it,” T’kon interjected. His hand dropped to his sidearm. Both Yulo and the empress eyed him dispassionately, but Khar took offense.

      The Tigris interposed himself between the empress and T’kon, staring up at T’kon with a familiar fire in his eyes. At least he said nothing, though Nolan noted the firm set of his jaw. His tail thrashed behind him, almost daring T’kon to take another step.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, enough with the posturing,” Nolan snapped. The ship lurched again, and there was a tremendous groan as it slowed. He waited for the groan to stop before continuing. “T’kon, I know you and Aluki are close, but let it go. We have more important things to be concerned with.”

      T’kon ignored Nolan, his attention fixed on Zakanna. He removed his hand from his side arm. “You have ruled over our people from the carefully constructed world you created in that ivory spire. Where has that arrogance gotten you, Empress? Manipulated and ultimately deposed.”

      “Perhaps, but mine isn’t the only such arrogance, is it, T’kon of the Azi clan?” The empress’s eyes blazed, and she pushed past Khar to stand next to T’kon. “We have arrived on my flagship, the heart of my remaining power. If, for some reason, I didn’t wish to kill you myself, I could have any number of loyal clansmen do it for me.”

      “Hey.” Nolan tensed. The sudden reminder of where they were was sobering. He needed to diffuse this and quickly. “I said hey.” All eyes turned to him. Nolan stalked over to the Ganog. “Put this shit aside, right goddamned now. Zakanna—that’s your name right? T’kon and the ka’tok saved your collective asses. You’d be dead back on Imperalis if not for them. How about you put aside your feelings and concentrate on getting us out of here? Didn’t you say that the Kthul fleet was bearing down on us?”

      Zakanna blinked, then her fur softened to an embarrassed pink. “Apologies. You are correct, human.” She walked to the cargo ramp, slapping the button beside it. The ramp began to lower, giving Nolan the first glimpse at the interior of a Ganog dreadnought.

      “I’m going to contact my people. Do you mind if we stay on the ship?” Nolan asked.

      “I understand your mistrust, and your wish to remain in the ship. I’m afraid I must refuse. Your crew can remain here, but you will accompany me to the command island.” Zakanna stalked down the ramp, and into a long, narrow hangar. It reeked of something that smelled like oil, and Nolan noted the rusted walls immediately. This place had been terribly maintained.

      Yulo followed Zakanna toward a doorway at the far side, but Khar hung back a moment. Nolan moved to stand beside him, eyeing his friend searchingly. “I hope like hell you remember whose side you’re on, Khar. You’re scaring the crap out of me.”

      “I remember my friends, Nolan,” Khar rumbled. He extended a paw, and Nolan accepted it. “You will always be part of me, and I will always be part of you. I know you do not understand my actions, but I promise that when you understand them, you will agree they are necessary.”

      Nolan barked a short laugh. “If you say so.” He turned to Hannan. “Stay here and keep the shuttle powered up. Contact Admiral Fizgig and give her a full report. If she can stop the battle, wonderful.”
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      Zakanna quietly opened her lower nostrils, taking a single long breath before closing them. It helped to compose her, and in that moment she needed composure. She stepped off the transport disk onto the command island.

      Yogotho, her finest surviving fleet leader, stood atop the dais, calling out orders to the battery of techsmiths behind him. She looked up, trying to make sense of the battle as it raged across the system.

      “Takkar has not fared well,” Yulo murmured, also staring up.

      “I only count nine dreadnoughts.” Zakanna shook her head. “Over a third of the support ships are missing.” She stalked to the dais.

      Yogotho turned to her, giving a low bow. “Do you wish to assume command, Empress?” She noted the glare that Yogotho shot Nolan’s way. The human stood back at the edge of the island next to Khar, both looking uncomfortable.

      Zakanna considered the benefits of assuming direct command. She surveyed the system quickly, but other than scattered debris fields there was no direct sign of ship to ship combat.

      “I will assume command.” She leaped atop the dais, stabbing a finger at a techsmith. “Get me Takkar. Now. Then compile a report on the surface battle.”

      “I have opened a channel, Empress.” The techsmith bowed, even as a spider-legged holo-unit scurried onto the dais. A hologram sprang to life above it, showing Takkar’s command island.

      Takkar stood alone, except for a single techsmith. His hands were clasped behind his back, and he stared upward, no doubt studying the battle. He turned toward the holo-unit, his fur darkening. “Now is hardly the time, Zakanna. I’ve given you everything you wished. What is it now? Be swift. I have a battle to run.”

      “The battle is over.” Zakanna leaned closer to the holo-unit, glaring at the defiant commander. “Order your vessels to retreat to my position. Now.”

      “I’ll do no such thing,” Takkar roared. “The work is not yet done. We’ve nearly destroyed their factory.”

      “Takkar.” Zakanna stepped back, flaring her lower nostrils and forcing her fur to a soft grey. “You have fought bravely this day, and no doubt could eradicate every last Coalition vessel easily. I can see that you were winning.” She couldn’t. In fact, there was still no sign of the enemy fleet. “This battle is no longer of import. The Kthul, under the direction of the seekers, have seized control of Imperalis. They’ve awakened an army of guardians. Over a quarter of the Nyar fleet has been eradicated. What you possess here is the sum of our fighting strength against the Kthul. If we lose it fighting this…Coalition, then the seekers win. Our people become slaves to the Nameless Ones, just as our ancestors did. Think, Takkar. I know how you hate the seekers. Do you really wish to play into their hands?”

      Takkar’s fur darkened to a deep red-black. Whirls of color flowed through it as Takkar labored under a maelstrom of emotion. Zakanna said nothing, allowing the storm to blow out. She knew Takkar, knew what he loved, and what he despised. Takkar hated seekers more than anything, more than he valued winning here…even against the foe that had so incensed and embarrassed him.

      “Very well.” Takkar raised a clenched fist, and the techsmith transmitted his orders. The Ganog fleet ceased firing on the doomed factory in low orbit. “Yet how do you expect to convince the enemy to withdraw? This enemy commander strikes from the shadows, and then quickly retreats. She has bled my forces, and there is nothing to stop her from continuing this.”

      “Nolan?” Zakanna called, waving the human forward.

      He joined her in front of the hologram, nodding to Takkar. “Hello, Takkar. I’ve had my people contact Admiral Fizgig to request a cease fire. If you take no hostile action, she’ll honor that. For now.”

      “Very well. Empress, are you certain this alliance is wise? We know little of these new aliens.” Takkar frowned at Nolan.

      “Takkar, the Coalition has faced a Nameless One, and killed it. For now, that is all I need to know. We have a common foe, and I believe the Coalition will see reason. If they do not, then I will unleash you to destroy them.” Zakanna gave a simple shrug, as if the outcome didn’t matter.

      Takkar cocked his head thoughtfully. “Perhaps you are right. I would have expected another strike by now, yet there is no sign of her fleet.”

      As if in answer to his words, dozens of Coalition vessels decloaked. They were clustered in high orbit, far enough away that they could easily interpose the planet between them and the Ganog. They made no threatening move, merely hovering there in orbit.

      “Empress, we are receiving a signal from the enemy fleet. They are requesting a cease fire. They would like to send a delegation aboard.” The techsmith gave a low bow, then backed away as she awaited a response.

      Zakanna smiled. “Tell them we agree. Invite them to send a force of their warriors aboard. We have much to discuss.”
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      Nolan offered an arm to help Fizgig down off the platform, onto the ivory ring bordering the empress’s command island. She merely glared at him, hopping nimbly to the island. Fizgig turned to the center of the island, sizing up the empress and her delegation.

      “It would seem she has kept her word,” Fizgig said. “I see only a few attendants.”

      “She seems trustworthy—so far, anyway.” Nolan fell into step next to Fizgig as they slowly approached the empress.

      She stood atop her dais, hands clasped behind her back. Her fur was a soft grey, almost white. Next to her stood Khar, his body covered by environmental armor. Only his head was exposed, his golden mane framing his leonine face.

      On the empress’s other side stood an unfamiliar Ganog, one who was glaring hatefully at Fizgig. He was taller than the empress, taller even than T’kon. His scarlet armor gleamed, and an enormous axe with a wickedly curved blade was strapped to his back.

      A single Saurian in grey robes stood a few feet from the dais, attentively waiting for orders from its mistress. That was it. The empress had no other guards, and if he or Fizgig decided to attack her there was little she’d be able to do to prevent it.

      That showed trust, which gave Nolan hope.

      He approached, then gave a short bow. “Empress Zakanna, allow me to introduce Admiral Fizgig of Pride Fizgig. She is our finest Fleet Commander, and has engaged your forces both at Ganog 7 and here in the Atreas system.”

      Fizgig inclined her head at Zakanna, but didn’t bow. Her tail swished slowly behind her, and her feline eyes were narrowed to slits. There was more white in her fur than when Nolan had last met her, but he had no doubt that she was just as lethal as she’d been in her prime. Probably more so.

      “I am pleased to meet you, Fizgig.” Zakanna returned the nod that Fizgig had given, mimicking it perfectly.

      “I have only come because Nolan insisted. So far as I am concerned, you are an enemy—one who struck without warning, and has caused untold damage in both lives and material. Why have you called me here?” Fizgig spoke simply, as she would to an equal. It was a start.

      “I have asked you here because I wish to end the bloodshed between our races,” the empress explained. She waved a furred hand in Khar’s direction. “Your companion has told me much of your species, and I believe attacking you was a mistake—one I’d like to rectify, before the war escalates.”

      “Really?” Fizgig asked dryly. “Because I was under the impression that you’d been deposed, and that you now need the Coalition as allies to win back your throne.”

      “I told you this was pointless,” the other Ganog growled.

      “Be silent, Takkar.” The empress spoke quietly, and Takkar’s jaw snapped shut.

      “Takkar?” Fizgig asked, her eyes widening slightly. She smiled grimly up at the black-furred Ganog. “So you are the enemy commander I’ve been battling. You’ve an interesting style. It relies too much on brute force, but I cannot deny that it is effective.”

      Takkar opened his mouth to reply, but snapped it shut again at a look from the empress.

      “Admiral—that is your title, yes?” the empress smoothly interjected. “You’ve suffered much at the hands of the Vkash clan, Takkar’s clan. I lead the Imperium—or led it, until, as you say, I was deposed. Yet I still lead the Yog clan. I still command our armies, and our fleets—”

      “You seek to deflect blame for the attack on Takkar,” Fizgig interrupted. “And from the look of it, he’s willing to accept responsibility. Yet, I am no fool. I see three distinctly different forces out there.” Fizgig pointed up at the dreadnought’s transparent hull, at the cluster of Ganog ships. “Is one of those fleets from the Yog clan?”

      “Yes,” Zakanna reluctantly admitted.

      “Your species, your empire, has warred upon us. Now, you face a civil war. Why would we intervene? We can simply wait for you to wipe each other out, while we grow strong.” Fizgig folded her arms, her tail swishing a wide arc over her shoulders.

      “I’ll tell you why,” Nolan said, surprising everyone. All eyes turned to him. “Admiral, we faced Void Wraith on their capital world. Not just any Void Wraith either. These ones had been kept in stasis for millennia. That army is the reason the empress was deposed in the first place. You and I both know what that means.”

      “Nolan speaks the truth,” Khar roared, hopping from the dais to land near Fizgig. He stalked over, his posture more aggressive than Nolan had ever seen it with Fizgig. “The Void Wraith are puppets of the Gorthians, as are the seekers who now control them. These foul scum are tools of the Gorthians, and if we do nothing they will place the might of the Ganog at the command of our enemies. If we do nothing, we invite a war we may not be able to win.”

      “I have overlooked your disloyalty, Khar, because I consider you one of my own kits. Yet, do not think I have forgotten it, or that it rests easy in my heart. I do not know what spell this…woman has cast over you, but it is clear to me that your judgement has been compromised.” Fizgig’s eyes narrowed to slits, and she took a threatening step toward Khar.

      The larger Tigris retreated—not that Nolan could blame him.

      “Believe as you will about my loyalty, but I speak facts, Mighty Fizgig,” Khar protested. He pointed at the Ganog fleet. “That fleet is the best hope we have of retaking Imperalis from the seekers.”

      Fizgig appeared unmoved, and there was an awkward moment of silence, until the empress finally spoke. “Admiral, surely you can see the merits in an alliance. Both of us have been deeply wounded today.”

      “Not so,” Fizgig countered, folding her arms. “There have been many Ganog bodies, but very few Coalition.”

      “What are you prattling about?” Takkar roared, glaring down at Fizgig. “We’ve wiped out your factories, both on the ground and in orbit. We’ve taken away your ability to make war.”

      “Have you?” Fizgig asked mildly. She gave a slight smile. “Or did you come to the system we chose, attacking factories that our people no longer use?”

      Both Takkar and the empress were made mute by the revelation. Finally, the empress turned to Khar. “You knew about this, didn’t you?”

      “No, but had I, I would have said nothing.” Khar said simply. He didn’t make excuses, calmly accepting the empress’s silent fury.

      Takkar began a deep booming laugh. He leapt from the dais, landing near Fizgig. She slid into a combat stance, but Takkar dropped to one knee. He slowly withdrew his axe from his back and laid it at Fizgig’s feet. “You have bested me, completely. In all ways. My fleet is wounded, while yours is unharmed. All for a world that means nothing to you. I do not know how you have accomplished this, but I am Ganog enough to admit when I am in the presence of a superior warrior. I have no wish to follow Zakanna, but I will follow you.”

      Fizgig’s tail stopped moving. She cocked her head, studying the kneeling Ganog. “You have impressed me, Takkar of the Vkash clan. Your style is bold, and you have potential. If you temper your boldness with caution and cunning, you will be unstoppable.”

      “Does this mean you are willing to work with them?” Khar demanded.

      “It doesn’t really matter what I think,” Fizgig said. She shrugged. “President Dryker and the sycophants known as Congress will have to make that decision. I can say this, though: I agree with the need for an alliance. I will urge Dryker to accept this alliance. Nolan is right about the Gorthians. They are playing a deeper game, and I fear that by the time we learn what it is, it will be too late.”
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      Utfa stared up the wide stone steps, which ascended to the mountain top above. He’d been climbing for hours; now he paused to rest, staring at the holiest of sites. He’d always wanted to make the pilgrimage to Azatok, as so many others had before him.

      Azatok lay beyond the borders of the Ganog Imperium. The world was just outside Kthul controlled space, and—if the legends were to be believed—this was the place where the Nameless Ones had handed down their final commandments to the Ganog. Then they had departed into The Cold, never to be seen again.

      Until now.

      Utfa started up the steps again, taking deliberate steps as he neared the summit. The summons had come from another dream fragment. The Nameless One had reached out to him through the arcanotome, touching his sleeping mind. Implanting the suggestion that he travel here.

      And Utfa had obeyed.

      He mounted the final step, entering a wide temple courtyard atop a single slab of granite. The buildings had fallen to ruin, all save the altar at the far side of the courtyard. Utfa approached it, watching warily. No Nameless One leapt out of the shadows, yet when he glanced at the rock face to his left, a chill quite unrelated to the cold passed down his spine. The rock bore the carving from his dream—the carving that had spoken to him.

      Utfa stopped before the altar, its stone stained scarlet by hundreds of generations of blood offerings. He reached to his belt, slowly withdrawing the dagger of ceremony. The blade glittered in the strange green light that filtered through the nebula dominating the night sky.

      A quick stroke drew a line of pain across his palm, then droplets of blood began to fall. He clenched his fist, increasing the flow to trace the runes of Ptaff, slowly and precisely. When he’d completed the work, he flared his lower nostrils, sucking in a mighty breath.

      “Terrible Nameless Ones, I tremble before your mighty gaze. This one stands ready for your judgement.”

      The words echoed across the courtyard, the echo carried off by the wind. These words were ritual, spoken by millions of seekers over thousands of years. There had never been a single response—and even after his dream Utfa didn’t really expect one.

      But something massive loomed into view over the mountain’s craggy peaks. Utfa’s mind struggled to give meaning to what he was seeing, but it failed utterly. He was left with the impression of tentacles, and too many eyes. Slimy, wet, skin. The scent of sweet, rotting meat, underscored with terrible corruption.

      You seek judgement, and judged you shall be. The words oozed into his mind, insidious and terrible, with a million echoing whispers surrounding each word.

      The thing approached, drifting slowly down the mountain. Still, Utfa struggled to make sense of it. Staring at it tore his mind in some inexplicable way. If he stared long enough, he knew he would lose himself to madness.

      Utfa dropped to his knees, casting his gaze to the stones. He waited, panting, until he sensed the presence looming directly above. The odor was stronger, but still faint and insidious, just like the words.

      More words oozed into his mind. You are an acceptable servant. You have accomplished the first task I have set you.

      “I do not understand,” Utfa murmured, immediately regretting the words. One did not question a god, even a benevolent one. And this god was far from benevolent.

      Did you think it was your idea to take Imperalis? Did you believe that it was your hand that guided the guardians? The voice was amused. My gaze fell on you long ago. I molded you. Shaped your thoughts, and dreams, and desires. Everything you are, you are because I wish it.

      Utfa couldn’t answer of course. What did one say to that? He flung himself to the stones, prostrating himself before the Nameless One. He wanted to ask what it wished of him, but his terror at the prospect of speaking overwhelmed his curiosity.

      You have accomplished much, yet more work remains. My brethren approach, and they will arrive with a terrible hunger. The traitors among your kind—the Yog, and the Vkash. The impudent Nyar. Their end has come.

      Here is what you will do…
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      Utfa hated this remote world. Not because of the slightly increased gravity. Not because of the time it took to navigate through the asteroid field. And not even because it took him away from Imperalis.

      He hated this world because of what it inspired in him: Absolute, unadulterated terror. The kind of fear children labored under when they crept to the bio unit in the darkest hours. Utfa had never been particularly brave, but he had been bold. Here, that boldness was stripped away.

      He continued the last several paces, stopping before the altar. The stains were fresh, made by his own hand and those of his most trusted advisors. Many had been called here—hundreds over the last few weeks. Utfa might be first among the servants, but he was also one of many. Inconsequential, in all likelihood.

      Utfa sliced his palm, allowing his blood to run into the ceremonial bowl. He wondered absently why blood was necessary.

      A towering voice echoed in his mind. My physical body lies an incalculable distance away, so vast that your mind would crack to learn the number. Your blood allows me to connect to your location, to resonate with your genetic material.

      Part of Utfa rejoiced at the voice, but the rest recoiled in teeth-chattering terror. The Nameless Ones could hear his thoughts—even this one.

      He continued the ritual, smearing runes on the altar.

      The voice boomed again. That is sufficient.

      He didn’t look at the yawning mouth in the rock face to his right. Perhaps the Nameless One dwelled inside; he certainly detected a presence. Yet its words seemed to contradict that.

      You question. That is good, so long as you obey, the voice said. I will offer no answers, as these seem to be idle thoughts. I have brought you here for a purpose, vassal. Today I entrust you with a vital task, the most vital that has been given to your kind since they first discovered the stars. My young brethren are coming, and they hunger.

      “This day is spoken of in the whispers, Great One,” Utfa ventured. When nothing struck him down, he continued. “What will your brethren require?”

      They require sustenance. You must find worlds teeming with life, to sate their hunger. The first of my brethren will arrive soon. When it does, you must prepare a world for it to feast upon. I do not care which world you choose, but that world must be utterly pacified and safe for them to devour.

      Utfa wondered at that. Why must the world be pacified, unless Ganog weaponry were a threat to the Nameless Ones themselves? He chastised himself for the heretical thought.

      No, the thought is valid. Important. You must understand, if you are to enact our will. We are not indestructible, though we are immortal as you measure such things. This cycle is already turbulent. The Great Eye of Spitha has been slain, a possibility so remote that we had not planned for that contingency.

      My brethren are newly spawned. They are young and weak. Once they have feasted, they will grow strong enough that none can threaten them. Until then, they are vulnerable. You must ensure that they are not threatened during the feeding.

      “Of course, Great One,” Utfa said, bowing to the altar. “I have just such a world in mind. The Nyar have always opposed your will. I will take the guardians you have given me, and I will scorch their world.”

      NO. The voice thundered. Wipe out the defenders, but leave the biological entities. Keep them there, unharmed.

      “Of course,” Utfa said, bowing again. “We will ensure that there is sufficient food. Using the guardians you have provided me, I believe I can secure this world well before the first of your brethren arrive.”

      Be certain. If you fail me in this, the consequences will be…dire.

      “Great One, what of the empress and her fleets?” Utfa asked, not wanting to contemplate what a Nameless One would consider dire. “What of Imperalis?”

      Many now serve me, in every clan. The empress believes herself safe, but she is not. I will provide you the tools to defeat her. As for Imperalis, that world is of no consequence. Focus on securing food for my brethren. Leave one of your underlings in charge.

      “Of course, Great One,” Utfa said, giving a final bow. He sensed that the presence was gone, but wondered if it could still hear his thoughts. It was best to assume that it could.

      Utfa was left with many questions, more than he’d arrived with. Why didn’t the Nameless One care about Imperalis? And who should Utfa leave in charge? It would need to be someone both strong and decisive, someone that all clans feared.

      Utfa smiled. “Azatok will do nicely.” The butcher was widely known—and feared—due to his multiple conquests in the Royal Arena. He was also a confident fleet leader, though his boldness often caused him to overlook traps. Still, as long as he wasn’t expected to lead any significant battles he should suffice. The terror he inspired would be worth as much as the man himself.

      In the meantime, Utfa had the privilege of ending his most hated enemies. If he could secure Nyar, over forty percent of their clan would be devoured in a single day. That act would seal the fate of the octant, ensuring that the Kthul and their masters triumphed. No one would dare fight back after he made an example of the Nyar.
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      Nolan took a deep breath, then strode into the cargo bay of the battleship Demetrius. Soft light filtered down from the ceiling, illuminating fifteen mech stalls. Techs swarmed around the ten-meter death machines, manually checking hydraulics and coolant levels.

      The pilots stood in a loose cluster around a tall man with a shock of red hair. He sported a manicured beard now, and there was a weight to his gaze that hadn’t been there the last time Nolan had spoken with him. He wore it well.

      “Nolan, over here,” Burke called, his clear voice echoing through the hangar. The soldiers of Alpha Company turned hostile gazes in Nolan’s direction.

      Nolan started over, reconsidering his decision not to bring the rest of his squad. He squared his shoulders, walking proudly.

      “Get a haircut,” someone catcalled from the back ranks.

      “Stow that shit,” Burke snapped. He glared hard, his eyes spearing pilot after pilot. Then he hopped up on an ammo crate, staring down at his men. “Listen up! I know what you’ve heard. It’s true that Captain Nolan is from the 14th. It is also true that he’s been placed in charge of this operation, despite me outranking him.”

      There were dark grumbles at that, and the hostile gazes became murderous.

      “Be that as it may,” Burke continued. “We’re going to extend him every courtesy. You are going to treat him like a goddamned admiral. The reason you’re standing here, the reason we even fought at Atreas, is this man. He won us Ganog 7. So whatever your personal feelings, you toe the goddamned line. Am I making myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Alpha Company chorused.

      “Now get your asses back to work,” Burke ordered. “I want these mechs parade-ready for our arrival.”

      The pilots moved back to their respective stalls for final rechecks.

      Nolan blinked up at Burke as the major hopped down from the crate. “That was impressive. Looks like you’ve really settled into the rank, sir.”

      “I learned from the best. Reval taught me a lot,” Burke said, in a low tone. “Listen, I’m sorry, but I’ve got to be honest. This mission is bullshit, and the men know it. We deserve our own command—and besides, this ship should be protecting our border, not helping the Ganog get their house in order. These people attacked us, Nolan. Repeatedly. A lot of good men died.”

      “I know, trust me. I don’t like it any more than you do, but I promise you it’s necessary. The Ganog aren’t the real threat, and you know it. The Void Wraith being present on Imperalis changes everything. We both know who they work for, and we’re going to need the Ganog if we want to survive the war that’s coming. Permission to address the men, sir?” Nolan glanced at Alpha Company, unsurprised by the disdain and anger. A few men were apathetic. None seemed sympathetic.

      “Granted.” Burke waved at the crate. “The floor is yours.”

      Nolan hopped nimbly onto the crate, turning to face them. Every eye was on him, every look darker than the next. Yeah, this was going swimmingly. “Listen up, Alpha. I know your reputation. You fought on the line at Atreas, and took down three planetstriders. Your casualties were lower than any other unit. You’re the best of the best. And you’re wondering why the brass on Earth felt the need to put some captain from the gutter fleet in command over a decorated major.”

      He paused, watching as curiosity crept into a few faces. “Earth needs to bring the Nyar Clan into the war on our side. The Nyar are prickly, and they don’t like other races. They’re also even more obsessed with honor than the Tigris. Earth put me in charge because the Nyar know who I am, and will see me being there as a mark of respect. That’s why I’m ‘in charge.’” He curled his fingers to provide the air quotes.

      “We all know I’m not in charge. Major Burke is in charge. You’re here to babysit me while I liaison with the Nyar leadership. We shake some hands, I convince them to join the war, and then we get you back into action guarding the Coalition border.” Nolan paused again. Most of their faces had softened, though anger still slumbered in a few. “If I need something done, I’ll go to Burke. Take your orders from him. Dismissed.”

      Nolan hopped down, turning to face Burke. That put his back to the men, which let them react however they chose with no fear of reprisal. He knew he was still fighting an uphill battle, but maybe he’d won a small victory.

      “You shouldn’t have done that.” Burke shook his head. “I really like you, Nolan—much to my surprise—but you just don’t get command structure. You are in charge. The president was very clear on that point.”

      “It’s not that I don’t understand command structure,” Nolan countered, keeping his voice low so the men wouldn’t hear. “It’s that I understand morale. It sucks having some asshole put in charge, and now they feel a little better about it. Rigid do as you’re told thinking is what put us in such a bad position during the war with the Void Wraith. Give these men some agency. Let them invest in the unit, and in their commander. Salvaging their pride at the cost of mine is a small price.”

      Burke pursed his lips, eyeing Nolan with a great deal of consideration. “I doubt we’ll ever agree on most things, especially how I choose to run my unit. What we do agree on is the need to get the job done, no matter what it costs. I’ll overlook your…unorthodox methods, if you keep me in the loop. Give it to me straight. What are we walking into on Nyar Prime?”

      “It’s ugly. We don’t know how they’re going to react to our presence, or if they’ll even let us dock,” Nolan admitted. He finally turned back to Alpha Company, which had fully dispersed across the cargo bay. No one seemed interested in him anymore, thankfully.

      “Why didn’t we bring T’kon?” Burke asked, wearing his skepticism openly. “Or the empress? Seems like the Nyar would have reacted better to one of their own.”

      “They consider T’kon an enemy, and the Nyar have very little respect for the empress.” Nolan shook his head. “Ganog politics are even worse than ours. I did bring an ally though, one the Nyar respect—Master Yulo, the empress’s tutor. I’m hoping he can arrange a meeting with their leadership. If not, we’re in serious trouble. The Kthul have the Void Wraith backing them now, and I’m positive their next offensive will come soon.”

      “Well, let’s hope these guys play nice,” Burke replied, shaking his head. “I just want to get this mission over with, and get back on the line where we can make a real difference.”

      “You and me both,” Nolan said, though only part of him meant it. The Nameless Ones were out there, getting closer. They might already be here. And someone needed to stop them.
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      “Will you look at that?” Annie drawled, gaping up at the view screen. Nolan set down his spanner, wiping sweat from his forehead as he rose from the exposed panel on his mech’s leg.

      Hannan lounged against the wall of the cargo bay. “These Nyar don’t mess around, do they? I don’t think there’s any way to safely reach that world.”

      The view screen showed a mass of floating rocks of all different sizes. The largest rivaled a small moon, tapering down to rocks no larger than his fist. They moved and rotated around the world in an endless dance.

      “That field is denser than I’ve ever seen,” Nolan mused, “and the asteroids are clustered too close together—at least compared to a standard asteroid field. That shouldn’t be possible, not unless they’re generating some sort of gravity field.” He wiped his wrist across his cheek to remove a trickle of sweat, then stretched. “I’d love to know how they do it.”

      “It is called a warp anchor,” Yulo explained, rising from a resting position against the bulkhead. His fur was a pristine, snowy white. He strode gracefully toward Nolan, walking with the same deadly grace Nolan was used to seeing from Fizgig. “It generates a gravitational field that draws in surrounding asteroids. It also intercepts warp fields, allowing it to sync with any ship attempting to warp inside the field. If an unauthorized vessel attempts to do so, the field shunts them into the asteroids. Even dreadnoughts do not survive.”

      “Sounds nasty,” Nolan said, already considering how he might penetrate such a defense. There was always a way. “So how do we get inside? I don’t really see a door to knock on.”

      “We will need to broadcast a challenge.” Yulo clasped his hands behind his back, moving to stand next to Nolan. “That challenge should rightfully be issued by you—”

      “A challenge? We need to fight to get in-system?” Nolan rubbed his temples. “It’s too early for this crap.”

      “I said it should rightfully be you, but you didn’t let me finish. I will stand in your stead. Lieutenant Hannan, open a communication channel with the warp anchor.”

      Nolan raised an eyebrow, bracing himself for Hannan’s response.

      “Yeah, so not your bitch,” Hannan said, glaring at Yulo. “You want to open a communication, how about you use the comm unit attached to your wrist?”

      Yulo’s fur remained snowy, but he was silent for a long time before answering. “I apologize if I have offended you. Our ways are…different. I meant no disrespect. I do not understand how to use the comm unit.” Yulo’s shoulder’s slumped.

      “It’s all right,” Annie said. “I know plenty of grunts who aren’t good with tech.” She sidled over with her comm unit, and aimed the camera at Yulo. “There. I’ve requested a channel.”

      Yulo moved to stand near the center of the room, hands still clasped loosely behind him. He waited patiently, staring at Annie’s comm.

      A moment later, a hologram flared to life above it, showing a Ganog command disk. A single Ganog stood on the disk, scowling at the screen. His fur was a suspicious green-brown, and he wore his confusion openly. “Master Yulo, I did not expect to see you aboard an alien vessel. Apologies.” He gave a perfunctory bow.

      “Accepted, warrior. I issue challenge. I seek business with your leaders.” Yulo shifted his stance with casual grace, but the threat was clear.

      “Challenge met and lost.” The Ganog gave a respectful bow. “I’d not test your skill, Master. You may warp inside the field. Proceed to the third docking ring, and do not attempt to exit the craft.”

      Yulo gave a perfunctory nod. “Done.”

      The screen went dark.

      Nolan spoke into his comm. “Major Burke, this is Nolan.”

      “This is Burke. Go ahead.”

      “We’ve just gotten the green light from Nyar command to warp to these coordinates,” Nolan explained, transmitting the nadir coordinates to Burke.

      “All personnel, secure yourselves,” Burke said, his voice echoing from the speakers in the cargo hold’s wall. “Initiating warp.”

      Nolan secured himself against his mech’s leg, eyes fixed on the view screen. That was an awful lot of rocks, but glittering between them he could see a rich green-and-white world. It looked like Earth from orbit, save that the waters were a deep emerald instead of blue.

      The world tilted, and Nolan’s body twisted and folded in on itself. The warp completed with a pop, and the perspective shifted. The view screen now showed an unblocked view of the world—very much like Earth, but with more cloud cover.

      An enormous multi-limbed station floated nearby, every bit as large as a Ganog dreadnought. Its spindly arms were pointed in their direction, and the purple reactor flares at the station’s center painted it into a vengeful spider.

      “We may proceed to the planet, Captain,” Yulo said, walking back to his corner. He settled into a lotus position against the wall. “My part in this is done. I will not be able to use further influence to get you an audience with the Nyar clan leader. That, you will have to accomplish on your own.”

      “One thing at a time,” Nolan said, giving a half-smile. This wasn’t a big victory, but he’d learned to savor even the little ones. “We’re over the first hurdle. We’ll get past the others. Nothing is going to stop us from getting this done.”

      The battleship descended toward the world below, quickly approaching the upper atmosphere. There was a faint shudder from the friction, but nothing compared to what Nolan was used to in Aluki’s Ganog cruiser, or even the Peregrine. This ship was a titan, a warship of a whole other caliber than anything Nolan had ever served aboard.

      There was one more small lurch, then they dropped smoothly through the atmosphere. Below them stretched a seemingly endless blue-and-green forest, the trees butting up against a dark ocean. Here and there, mountains poked from the trees, but most hills were swallowed by a mass of arboreal growth.

      A single city was visible, a perfect circle cut into the forest a few kilometers from the ocean. Dozens of black spires stabbed into the sky, the tallest reaching far higher than the towering trees. They were different than the spires on Imperalis—more austere, and forbidding.

      The clusters of ships around them were painted in dark tones, more somber than the jeweled cluster of ships around the empress’s spire.

      These Ganog were warriors, first and foremost. Dealing with them wouldn’t be like dealing with the Yog or the Vkash.
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      Fizgig paced back and forth before the portable holo, waiting for the call to connect. A two-meter-tall hologram of Dryker finally appeared, its resolution showing every wrinkle in his rumpled uniform. His hair had been combed, but his shaggy face-mane was badly in need of grooming.

      “Explain,” Fizgig snapped. “I want to hear it from you.”

      “Hello, Fizgig.” Dryker gave a slow smile. The wretched human was immune to her anger. “It’s good to see you. You want to hear it from me? Okay, that’s fair. You’re not getting anything. The Demetrius is it. No further vessels will be allocated to any action in Ganog space. Period.”

      “Dryker, you are no fool. You are a warrior. You know—”

      “No,” Dryker snapped. For the first time in years, she saw in his eyes the fire that had made her fear this man during the Eight-Year War. “I’m a politician, Fizgig. Not a soldier. I can’t just issue orders and expect them to be followed. I have to answer to the goddamned media, and the congressional oversight committee.”

      Fizgig blinked slowly. “Are you telling me that…politics prevents you from doing what is necessary to win the war for our species’ survival?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. You have no idea how much political capital I burned getting Nolan and the Demetrius for you.” Dryker’s hologram walked to a mahogany desk. He poured himself a drink and turned back to the screen. “Consider it from their perspective. The Ganog invaded our space, forcing us to evacuate worlds. They destroyed multiple fleets. They crippled us. And now you want me to try to sell an alliance? It’s everything I can do to keep Congress from declaring war on the entire Imperium. The only thing that let me do that was explaining that while the Ganog tear themselves apart, we could use the time to rearm.”

      “Dryker, the Gorthians are here. I feel it in my bones,” Fizgig reasoned, as calmly as she was able. She sat slowly, settling into the cushions she’d had brought when she arrived on Takkar’s dreadnought. “Nolan was right about these Nameless Ones. If we do not stop them, they will devour the Ganog, and then they will devour us.”

      Dryker gave a bitter laugh. “You think I don’t realize that? Where’s the proof, Fizgig? Where’s the footage I can show on Quantum? I can’t make unilateral decisions based on your gut, even if I agree with them. I was infected, remember? I have a bigger stake in this than anyone, because I know exactly what the Gorthians can do. I’m telling you the political reality. I can’t get you even one more vessel.” Dryker paused, leaning against his desk. “I’m staking my career on having you there as an advisor. I’ve told Congress that’s how to ensure that the war is as costly as possible, so the Ganog are too weak to resist us when it’s over. Make no mistake, Fizgig, the Coalition will come for the Imperium—probably sooner than either of us is ready for.”

      “Who’s leading this foolish call for war?” Fizgig snapped, digging her claws into the cushion.

      “Carnifex.” Dryker sighed. “I actually like Carnifex, and you know what? I get where he’s coming from. We’ve been invaded, and we have every right to fight back. Carnifex doesn’t care about an unprovable threat we may have to face in the future. He cares about victory over an immediate threat, and a guarantee he won’t ever have to flee his world again. What the hell am I supposed to say to that?”

      Fizgig’s tail lashed. “I see your dilemma. There is no answer his Pride will find acceptable. There is no way to show them the danger, not until we have concrete proof—and the damnable Gorthians make that proof nearly impossible to find.”

      “Proof Nolan had better get,” Dryker snapped. He swirled the liquid in his glass, closing his eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry, Fizgig. It’s just this job. It’s so much worse than being a captain. It saps the life from you.”

      “And yet you persevere. Why, Dryker?” Fizgig asked, in a rare moment of introspection. “You and I can speak frankly, warrior to warrior. Why do you still struggle? Why not set the burden down? No one would fault you for it.” She had shared so much with this man, both as an enemy and as a friend. No one else understood the burdens of command as well as he did, and the toll they took as the decades passed.

      “You know why.” Dryker sipped his drink. “We do it because no one else can. I will say this, though, old friend. No matter what happens, this is my last war. I won’t be running for re-election.” He set the drink down.

      He looked so old, so tired. So different from the stalwart warrior she’d first met.

      But was she any different? Tired and old, the pair of them.

      “I can say the same, Dryker. Whatever happens, this is the end for me. I look forward to that day, when we can set the burdens down and rest.” Fizgig gritted her teeth, rising from her cushions. “But that day is not today. I will report the outcome of the summit. Be well, Dryker.”

      “Be well, old friend,” Dryker said, raising his glass to her. The holo went dark.
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      The transport disk zoomed toward a large island near the center of Takkar’s dreadnought. It brought back memories of fleeing for his life, and Khar found it more than a little odd to be returning as an ally.

      He hopped from the transport disk, landing next to Zakanna. The empress—if that title was accurate any longer—wore her usual simple gi, the white fabric contrasting nicely with her purple fur. She walked purposefully toward the three-story spire, and Khar kept pace.

      “Why did you choose to hold the summit here?” Khar rumbled. “You could have made everyone come to you.” His scanners detected nothing out of the ordinary, but he kept alert regardless. There’d been too many nasty surprises recently, and his trust was gone.

      “That’s precisely why I came,” Zakanna explained. “As Empress, I would have summoned them. But I am Empress no longer. At best, I am Clan Leader, the same as T’kon or Takkar. We are equals, and I want to show them that.” The words were imbued with her usual passion and fervor. She took ruling seriously—something Khar admired about her.

      “A wise course. Takkar, at least, is a proud man. Perhaps this will make him more likely to work with us.” Khar disliked Takkar. Takkar was a fine tactical commander, but too sure of himself—much as Khar had been before meeting Fizgig. That was probably exactly what Takkar needed: a tutor like her to teach him humility.

      They entered the spire. Khar noted that they seemed to be the last to arrive. Takkar stood on one side of the command dais, with a single Saurian techsmith behind him. T’kon stood on the opposite side, as far from Takkar as he could get. He had also brought a techsmith, and a grey-furred Ganog that Khar thought must be his wife.

      Khar moved to stand next to the last person. “Mighty Fizgig.” He snapped his hand over his heart and gave a respectful bow.

      Zakanna followed a moment later, also bowing to Fizgig.

      Fizgig eyed him critically. “Khar. Your fur is a disgrace. Do not think you may stop bathing merely because your body is synthetic.” Fizgig turned toward the empress, giving the suggestion of a bow. “Welcome, Zakanna.”

      Khar found himself licking his wrist, then grooming the fur on the back of his neck very self-consciously. It was out of character for Fizgig to point out something like that publicly, but she always had a reason for the actions she took. Khar glanced at Zakanna, then back at Fizgig.

      He was being tested. Fizgig wanted to see if she could make him uncomfortable in front of Zakanna, and she’d succeeded. He’d just betrayed his affection for the displaced monarch.

      At least he was conscious of the game now, even if he wasn’t yet at her level. He gave Fizgig an affectionate smile. “I’ve missed you, venerable one.”

      “Venerable?” Fizgig’s tail slashed behind her.

      Khar laughed. Fizgig’s tail settled into a languid swish. “I’ve heard impressive tales of the battle at Atreas.”

      Across the dais, Takkar scowled, his fur darkening. “Before you share any ‘tales’, I’d remind you that I’m standing right here.” He snorted, eyes flaring as his lower nostrils opened. “We may be allies—briefly—but if you make a mockery of me or my clan, I will—”

      “You’ll do nothing,” Zakanna snapped, leaping atop the dais. She stabbed a finger down at Takkar. “Your pride is a burden we cannot afford—not now. Not with the survival of our race at stake. There will be no posturing. Today, we come together. Yesterday is debris in the void. Let it go, Takkar.”

      “You are no longer my ruler, Zakanna,” Takkar growled, but his fur softened back to brown. “Yet even I can admit the sense in what you’re saying.” He looked back to Khar. “Forgive my blustering. My pride stings after the twin defeats at Ganog 7 and Atreas. You must understand—I have never lost, and in my time as Clan Leader have delivered more worlds to the Vkash clan than anyone in living memory.”

      Zakanna walked quietly back to Khar and Fizgig, hopping down from the dais. She turned back to Takkar. “I lost Imperalis, a world that has belonged to my family for six millennia.”

      Fizgig made an amused sound, drawing a baleful stare from Zakanna.

      “Neither of you understands the scale of the loss we are about to face,” Fizgig said. “Three species were savaged by the Void Wraith—seven in ten are dead. My people lost nearly everything.” She blinked at Takkar. “The road here is salted with the blood of the fallen. Our people have all suffered. That suffering was not without purpose. It taught me—taught the Coalition—that working with former enemies can sometimes be the only route to survival. Yet such a route isn’t easy to walk. You attacked my people without provocation, Takkar. Every instinct urges me to tear out your throat.”

      “Tear out my throat?” Takkar threw his head back and laughed. “You are an old woman—a tiny old woman. I do not fear tiny old women, not even in my lesser form.”

      Khar took three steps back, away from Fizgig. He waited for her to kill Takkar, but her only reaction was the same languid tail swishing. Takkar continued to laugh.

      Fury boiled inside Khar. “If you do not cease that braying, I will tear out your tongue, Ganog.” Khar ignited the plasma blade on his wrist. “I do not know why Fizgig allows you to continue to draw breath—but if she will not defend her honor, I will.”

      “Khar!” Fizgig snapped. The word cracked into him like a physical blow. “This is not the way.”

      Khar stared hard at Takkar, ready to end him—but Fizgig was right.

      Khar extinguished his blade, though he offered no apology. He folded his arms, staring a challenge at Takkar. Let the brute come. Khar didn’t need a mech to deal with him.

      “I am the person with the least standing at this table.” T’kon’s rumbled words drew everyone’s attention. His fur was orange-brown, and his mouth turned down in a frown. His wife wore a matching expression. “We spoke of mistakes. I cost my clan everything—something I have yet to atone for. We speak of working with enemies. No one hates Takkar more than I do. No one has greater cause to claim his life.” His eyes met Khar’s. “If I can ignore the needs of my honor, then you can certainly do the same. Takkar will seek to bait you. Do not let him. We all share the same goal, and if working with people we detest is the most difficult trial we face, we are fortunate indeed.”

      There were nods of approval all around.

      Khar grudgingly added his. “Your words have merit. We do not need to like each other. We merely need to come together toward a common cause.”

      “If we are to proceed with that cause,” Zakanna said, “we need a fleet leader.”

      Khar looked to Fizgig, but she said nothing. Nor did Zakanna, despite either being a viable choice.

      “I possess the strongest fleet, and have the most experience,” Takkar pointed out, breaking the silence.

      Khar couldn’t let the latter statement stand. “If anyone is placed in charge, it should be Mighty Fizgig. She’s embarrassed you twice, Takkar. Surely you recognize that she is the superior commander.” He pointed it out not to embarrass Takkar—though if that happened, he could live with it—but to defend Fizgig.

      “I could not accept the role, even if it were offered,” Fizgig said. She folded her arms, her tail swishing its agitation. “I spoke with President Dryker just before this meeting. I am here in an advisory capacity only.”

      “That makes Takkar the logical choice,” T’kon said. His fur rippled red-brown, and his wife gawked as if she were meeting him for the first time. “I know, my words surprise you all. I do not wish to entrust my people’s fate to a brute, but I see little choice. We need a leader, one who has led entire fleets into battle. Takkar is that, if nothing else. The Azi will follow Takkar, if Takkar is willing to accept Fizgig as an advisor—an advisor he will actually listen to.”

      “Takkar, are you willing to agree to that condition?” Zakanna asked.

      “Very well, she may stay aboard my vessel and advise me on my deployments. I give my word that I will listen to her counsel, and implement anything that will give us a better chance of survival. In the end, though, I am in charge. I will do what I see fit. Before you make me fleet leader, be certain you can live with that.” Takkar folded his arms and stared defiantly in Khar’s direction.

      “I can.” Zakanna folded her arms. “We’ve already heard from T’kon. Fizgig, will you serve Takkar in an advisory capacity?”
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      Takkar hated dealing with these fools, but one did not always get to choose ones allies. He studied Fizgig as she considered Zakanna’s question. Such strange aliens, these Tigris. They possessed fur, at least, but the tail was an oddity.

      Yet in that strange body lurked the cunning and intelligence that had so successfully overcome him. Twice.

      Zakanna folded her arms. “We’ve already heard from T’kon. Fizgig, will you serve Takkar in an advisory capacity?”

      “As you wish.” Fizgig’s tail had stopped moving entirely, and her gaze was fixed on Takkar. “It’s just as well. President Dryker only procured a single ship, and even that was difficult. The Demetrius went with Nolan on his mission to Nyar, leaving me without a vessel. I am happy to serve Takkar in an advisory capacity.”

      “You possess no fleet to contribute to this war?” Takkar demanded, feeling his fur darken.

      “That’s correct.”

      “And also irrelevant,” Zakanna said, addressing the group. “We work with what we have. Fizgig has agreed to serve Takkar, and Takkar has agreed to our terms. We have a fleet leader. Now, we can take the next step.”

      Takkar found himself increasingly impressed with the young empress. She wasn’t nearly the flighty Adept she projected herself to be. There were undiscovered depths there—meaning she was probably a good deal more dangerous than he’d originally assumed.

      “Very well,” Takkar said, “then let us begin by assessing the situation and coming up with a plan.” He stared around the table, meeting every pair of eyes. “We all know how dire our predicament, but only one part of it matters: Imperalis. No other battle is of consequence. Without Imperalis, we cannot repair or adequately resupply. If we are to have any hope of victory, we must wrest back the capital regardless of the cost. That world is held by the Kthul, backed by these Void Wraith. I understand the former, but not the latter. How can we overcome the Void Wraith? We must bypass them to reach the beacon. And, if I understand correctly, it is with that beacon that they are controlled.”

      “You understand correctly,” Fizgig said. “The Void Wraith are cybernetic lifeforms. The nervous system and brain of a living entity are inserted into an artificial body, not unlike Khar’s. All Void Wraith are designed with a central kill switch and a universal override. The Gorthians—what you call the Nameless Ones—designed the Void Wraith well. Yet in this instance that weakness greatly benefits us. Retake this beacon, and we can unleash the Void Wraith upon the Kthul.”

      “Utfa will have many defenses in place,” Zakanna cautioned. She shook her head slowly. “At the very least, he has the orbital cannon used to cripple the Nyar fleet. Our fleet cannot survive that kind of firepower.”

      “The Omega Judicators are truly devastating in their own right,” Khar added. “Their firepower added to the cannon will destroy any fleet in orbit long before they can ground enough troops to take the spire.”

      “How do your people know so much about these…Omegas?” It seemed awfully convenient that they had shown up with all the answers just as the answers were needed.

      “Our people captured many harvesters during the war with the Void Wraith,” Khar explained. The impudence in that one’s gaze nearly drove Takkar to violence, allies or no. “They contained cores, some dating back to the original Primo empire. One of those cores contained the schematics for the Void Wraith that were used in the original Eradication, over fifty thousand years ago. Those included the plans for Omegas, though at that time none had been built.”

      “So why not build one now?” T’kon asked.

      Fizgig shook her head sadly. “We have the schematics used to create them, but the manufacturing facilities needed to create an Omega would require a generation to build. The Omega itself would take even longer. The ones they are using must have taken a century or more to construct.”

      “Which brings us back to where we started,” Zakanna added, seizing control of the conversation once more. “We must find a way to destroy the beacon, but orbital bombardment will fail. The Omegas will see to that. If orbital bombardment isn’t possible, what do we do?”

      “So, Mighty Fizgig, how would you solve this problem? Advise me.” Takkar did not bother to hide his scorn. She’d won twice, but in both cases there were extenuating circumstances. Had the empress allowed him to fully repair his fleet, Atreas would have been an altogether different battle.

      “For now, we can do little.” Fizgig folded her arms and watched him with those slitted, green eyes. “We need more information on the beacon, and knowledge of the defenders guarding Imperalis.”

      T’kon spoke up. “We cannot afford to delay our assault. We have no way to repair, and our opponent does. The Kthul are no doubt already searching for us. There’s every likelihood that a techsmith on one of our vessels has already transmitted our location.” He shook his head. “I do not wish to rush into combat, but time works against us.”

      “The Kthul do not perceive us as the gravest threat,” Fizgig countered. “When the Gorthians were finally ready to reveal themselves, they attacked the greatest threat swiftly and without mercy. That threat is the Nyar Clan. The Gorthians know it. They will come for the Nyar home world, and they will eradicate it. This is why I have dispatched Nolan—to prepare the Nyar. We have at least a little while before the Kthul can turn their attention to us, and we should spend that time wisely. I have never been to your capital, and so cannot comment on breaching its defenses. So I turn to your expertise, Takkar. How would you suggest we defeat them?”

      Takkar’s fur became a wan yellow, his frustration at his own incompetence showing. “I do not know.”
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      The disk zoomed to a halt, depositing Nolan and Yulo at one of the highest rings in the spire. Nolan tensed as he and the Adept approached the black-armored Ganog with the long spear over his shoulder. He rose to attention as they approached, and Nolan forced himself to relax.

      “I am Nolan of the Coalition, slayer of Krekon,” he intoned, as Yulo had instructed him. “I petition for entry to the spire.”

      “Your petition is refused,” the Ganog warrior snarled, without hesitation. He loomed over Nolan, but Nolan refused to back down. The Ganog seemed amused. “Now scurry away, before you make me angry enough to squash you. Rodent.”

      Nolan ignited his plasma blade, and shifted into a combat stance. “You’re welcome to try.” He was fairly certain that he could kill the Ganog before he shifted into his great form. The time it took to do that would make his opponent vulnerable. Right now, they were on more or less equal terms.

      “Please, reconsider,” Yulo said, stepping smoothly in front of Nolan. “All we wish is a brief audience, and you have my word that the matter is of the gravest importance.”

      “I will not reconsider—not even for you, old man.” The warrior glared down at Nolan contemptuously. “You are fortunate the master is with you, or I’d crush you to jelly. Now begone from my sight.”

      Nolan looked to Yulo, raising an eyebrow. Yulo shook his head. Nolan reluctantly extinguished his plasma blade, then turned on his heel and stalked back toward the transport disk they’d arrived on.

      Yulo joined him a moment later.

      “Why didn’t you let me challenge him?” Nolan asked, staring at the defiant guard as the disk whizzed into the air. It dropped quickly, moving toward the depths of the spire.

      “Because it wouldn’t have resolved anything.” Yulo eyed Nolan sidelong. “If you had bested him he would have taken us to his superior, whom you’d also need to challenge. How many challenges are you prepared for?”

      “Point taken.” Nolan steadied himself as the disk zoomed past another island. They were nearing the level where they’d boarded. “There has to be a better way.”

      “And there is.” Yulo hopped from the disk, landing in a crouch on the spire’s deck.

      Nolan leapt off, landing next to him.

      “If you wish to gain audience,” Yulo said, “you must find someone who can grant it. Someone who will take you directly to the clan leader.”

      “I don’t know any Nyar.” Nolan stalked back through the golden sigils, into the too-bright sunlight. His sunglasses automatically darkened, affording a better view of the spectacular array of ships docked around the spire. None were as impressive as the Demetrius. The battleship was still docked, its Theta cannons bristling on all sides, in between the smaller particle cannons. A truly massive Theta cannon was slung under the ship’s belly, where the gauss cannon had been aboard the UFC Johnston.

      Three fighter ports lined each side, sheltered under stubby wings that were nothing but masses of dense tritanium. She was a true warship, able to go toe-to-toe with a Primo carrier—and maybe even a Ganog dreadnought.

      “You may not know any Nyar, but I can think of one who knows you. Or of you, at the very least.” Yulo ambled toward the battleship, and Nolan matched his pace. “Kokar is the son of the clan leader. He was on Imperalis the day Utfa attacked us. That battle cost his family greatly, and the blame will be placed on Kokar.”

      “So you’re suggesting we get the help of a disgraced noble?” Nolan asked, more than a little skeptical. “Will his father even listen to him?”

      “It doesn’t matter if the father will listen,” Yulo pointed out, “so long as the son can secure us an audience.”

      “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Nolan mused. “I saw how desperate Takkar was after losing face, and we might be able to offer Kokar a way back into his father’s good graces.”

      “Yes, I’d considered the same ploy. I believe we can attract Kokar’s notice.”

      “How do you suggest we do that?” Nolan asked, ducking through the outer hatch of the Demetrius.

      “If I am correct, we already have. Word will spread quickly that an emissary from a foreign battleship was turned away. I recommend patience. Wait, and Kokar will come to us.”
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      Kokar squeezed his bulk up the corridor of the strange ship. The ceiling was a bit too low, the corridor a bit too narrow. It was confining, completely unlike the interior of a Ganog vessel. Even the Saurians allowed enough room to move.

      He ducked under another narrow bulkhead and passed into a sizable cargo bay. It gleamed under the bright lights above—no sign of dirt, debris, or even rust. This place was immaculately kept, as were the mighty war machines in each of the stalls.

      “Their ka’tok do an impressive job,” Hruk muttered, walking the customary three steps behind Kokar. The old man’s hand never left the hilt of his chopping sword. “Their machines are in excellent repair.”

      “It is impressive, and I’m sure it was no accident that our hosts chose this place to welcome us,” Kokar countered. He already disliked these aliens, and likely always would. He raised two fingers to touch the scar on his right cheek. At least the Tigris known as Khar was not among them.

      “Kokar,” a clear voice rang out, from the far side of the hangar. It came from a human wearing a standard set of their environmental armor. That armor didn’t gleam. It bore scratches and dents. It was the first proof that any of these people had seen battle. “My name is Captain Nolan. Welcome to the Demetrius. What can I do for you?”

      Kokar narrowed his eyes, and made no move to keep the red from his fur. “I do not play games, Captain. Nor should you. You know why I am here.”

      “Fair enough.” The human shrugged. He seemed unconcerned by Kokar, confident he could deal with the threat. Kokar found that curious. Very few aliens dismissed a Ganog elite. “I’m never really sure. T’kon did tell me you’d be blunt.”

      “You’re an ally of T’kon? You keep strange company, Captain.” Kokar spat on the deck. “You sought entry to the royal island. Why?”

      “I wanted to speak to your father about the possibility of an alliance. You know why.” The human took a step closer, staring defiantly up at Kokar. “You saw what happened on Imperalis. You know what’s coming.”

      “I do, but my voice is drowned out by the wind of war.” Kokar shook his head, his fur darkening. “They will not listen. You must understand—to my father, this is the final war. The Nameless Ones are returning, and he stands ready to meet them in glorious battle. It’s what we were bred for, what the Nyar have always stood for. We oppose the Nameless Ones, shouting defiantly with our final breath.”

      “And making an alliance with the Coalition threatens that somehow? We’re not trying to take away your war. We’re trying to make sure a few of us survive it.” He leaned against the wall, relaxing slightly. “You need to make them see that, before they wipe this world off the map. I’ve dealt with the Gorthians. Right now the Nyar are the biggest threat to their plans, and they react very predictably to threats. They’re going to come at this world fast and hard. If we don’t stand together, everyone is going to die.”

      “Human, I do not appreciate your tone, though I admire your fire,” Kokar murmured. He raised a hand to stay Hruk’s advance, aware of the old man sliding his blade from its scabbard. “It is not me that you need to convince. I understand the threat we face. I saw the Void Wraith, saw their strange, blue planetstriders. I have heard rumors that your people have encountered these Void Wraith. Is there any truth to this?”

      “We’ve not only encountered them—we’ve beaten them. Those victories were costly until we learned their weaknesses. I’m happy to share those weaknesses with you. We can have full schematics for all known Void Wraith units transmitted before you leave the Demetrius.” The human appeared relaxed, but mention of the war brought the fire back to his eyes. His war had become personal, Kokar was sure of it. “All I’m asking in return is an audience with your father.”

      “I will arrange that audience, human,” Kokar said. “I will even lend my weight to your arguments. Yet I must be clear—that weight is not great. I am blamed for the death of my people on Imperalis, for the loss of two full dreadnoughts. My father will not listen. The best you can hope for is that he will review the data you’ve brought. He will never ally with this Coalition. He wouldn’t even ally with the other Ganog clans, and only pays lip service to the Yog. My father is a proud man, and quick to anger.”

      “Yet he is also honorable,” Yulo called, rising to his feet and moving to join them. His fur was snowy white, the hallmark of a Master Adept. Kokar eyed him suspiciously. Yog couldn’t be trusted—especially their Adepts. “Your father may listen, though he will not much like what we have to say. Let us allow him to judge the worth of our words.”

      “Very well. Prepare yourselves. I will arrange an audience after dinner, when my father is at his ease. Be warned, human. Do not bristle at my father as you did at me, or he will tear your spine from your back and keep your skull as a warning to others.”

      Kokar hoped he wasn’t understating the matter, and that the human didn’t assume he was speaking in hyperbole. He strongly desired the same things this Coalition did. If his people were to survive, they’d need the help—though he strongly doubted his father would see it that way.
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      The stealth belt gave a satisfying clunk as it magnetically sealed to Nolan’s armor. The sound was duplicated all around him as the rest of the squad secured their own belts. Nolan picked up his rifle from its perch against the bulkhead.

      “All right, people, here’s the deal. We’re walking into what could be an enemy stronghold. Our mission is to befriend them, but if they get hostile, we bug out. Be ready for anything.” Nolan keyed the exit sequence on the airlock, and waited as the mechanism whirred. The door slid away, revealing the spire’s outer ring.

      Nolan walked boldly toward the arched doorway with the sigils, and the rest of the squad fanned out behind him. Burke had offered to accompany him, too, but Nolan thought bringing that much firepower might be taken as a threat.

      Besides, he wanted Burke to be able to bail them out with mechs, if it came to that.

      “So we’re here as scarecrows, basically?” Annie drawled. She drew herself up to her full height, then snapped her helmet into place, obscuring her face.

      “That’s the plan,” Hannan said, and caught Nolan’s eye. “We’re an honor guard for Yulo and the captain. We don’t say or do a damned thing, unless they get hostile. Then it’s stealth and bug out while we wait for the cavalry.”

      “Can you tell me anything else about how to approach this?” Nolan asked, stepping through the archway into the inner spire. Annie and Hannan trailed behind him and Yulo, cradling their particle rifles.

      “I’m afraid not,” Yulo admitted, walking gracefully next to Nolan. “I have no idea what the Nyar are expecting of us. They were rarely at court, and keep largely to themselves. Frankly, they look down on not only my clan but all other clans.”

      “Lovely,” Nolan muttered. He made immediately for one of the transport disks. Flying through the air with no handrails was still a little terrifying, and he wondered idly how many people tumbled to their deaths each year.

      The rest of the squad stepped atop the same disk, which left only a foot between him and the edge. He bent his knees as the disk zoomed into the air, making its way up into the blackness. This place was much less well lit than the Imperial spire had been.

      His stomach lurched as the disk accelerated, the ring on which they’d entered receding below them. The disk carried them high into the spire, finally slowing as it neared a wide, foreboding island. Most of the island was covered by a squat, ugly, stone building.

      Nolan spotted guards at most of the narrow windows, each wielding a Ganog pulse rifle. These people were ready for war as a matter of daily course.

      The disk stopped at the island’s edge, and Nolan hopped off. Yulo landed nimbly beside him, while Hannan and Annie stood a few meters away.

      “I guess we just go inside.” Nolan started toward the building, walking through a wide doorway.

      Inside, a pair of guards eyed him balefully. They wore midnight-black armor, broken only by painted sigils on their right shoulders. Each held a long spear with a wicked barb at the end that gleamed with something wet. Poison, maybe.

      Neither guard said anything, nor did they move to bar Nolan’s way. He shrugged and proceeded up the short hallway. It emptied into a large auditorium with ringed seats like the classrooms back at the academy.

      Inside, dozens of Ganog sat in small groups. Most cradled horns of a sweet-smelling drink, but all were alert enough to turn in his direction as he entered.

      “Man,” he said. “I thought Alpha Company was hostile. These guys look like they want to tear me apart on the spot.”

      “Stand proud, Captain,” Yulo said, straightening next to him. “Lead us down to the dais, where Grak awaits us.”

      Nolan started down a set of wide stairs, threading past rows of Ganog as he approached the central dais. Standing atop it was a weathered Ganog in scored armor. The hilt of a massive axe jutted over one shoulder, and a scar ran from his forehead to his chin. His fur was soft brown with whorls of black.

      Nolan spotted Kokar in the last row, closest to the dais. Kokar nodded his encouragement at Nolan, and Nolan nodded back. Then he turned his attention to the Nyar clan leader.

      Grak stared impassively at Nolan, watching with disinterest as Nolan stopped next to the edge of the dais. Yulo stood a meter or two back, leaving Nolan to weather the full storm of Grak’s displeasure.

      “My son claims that you hold the key to our salvation,” Grak began. “My son is a fool, who preens too much and listens too little.” His fur darkened to a thick, ruddy brown. “I am not a fool, nor do I suffer them. I have no idea what you said or did to turn my son’s ear, but it doesn’t take much. So tell me why you’ve come—and know that if your words or your demeanor displease me, I will crack your bones and eat the marrow.”

      Nolan considered his answer carefully. He could be diplomatic, but that wouldn’t work. Brutal honesty was what Grak would respect most.

      “You’re no fool?” Nolan asked, folding his arms. He stared hard at the clan leader. “Have you ever fought the Void Wraith, Clan Leader?”

      Grak’s lip curled upward. “I warned you to mind your tone, little human.”

      “No. The answer is no, you haven’t fought the Void Wraith. You have no idea what they’re capable of, who made them, or how to stop them. The Kthul—your sworn enemies, as I understand it—now control Imperalis and an armada of Void Wraith.” Nolan kept his tone respectful, but didn’t mince words. “When those forces come for you, they will crack this world like a nut. They’ll tear through your defenses, and they’ll ravage this place.”

      Grak threw his head back and laughed. It went on for long moments, echoing through the room, and when it finally faded Grak speared Nolan with his gaze.

      “You have fought these Void Wraith,” Grak said, “and bested them. If your pitiful race can do it, then I’m not overly concerned. As for the Kthul, we await them eagerly. Let them come, and let them bring their dark masters with them. We are the shield, and we will not break. They will hurl their forces against us like waves crashing on rock. When that wave recedes, we will stand as we always have.”

      Nolan changed tactics. “At the very least, let us offer you the technical schematics for the Void Wraith. We can give you their vulnerabilities and their tactics. Everything from battle footage to detailed tactical reports. We don’t ask anything in return.”

      Grak waved dismissively at Nolan. “Cease your prattle, human. The Nyar need not resort to dishonorable tactics to find victory. We are not the Vkash, or the pitiful Yog.” He shifted his gaze to Yulo.

      If the insult stung, Yulo didn’t show it. He remained impassive, arms clasped behind him and fur still snowy white.

      Nolan looked to Kokar, but the youth avoided his gaze. Nolan was on his own, and he already knew that no amount of arguing was going to sway Grak. “All right, have it your way. But remember this day when the Void Wraith darken your skies. Remember that there could have been help, if you’d been wise enough to accept it.”

      “I could kill you, and your companions. I could destroy that little battleship you arrived in,” Grak mused, walking to stand at the edge of the dais, towering over Nolan. “I will not. Instead, I invite you to stay on our world. In fact, I insist. I will have your warp engines disabled, to ensure that you remain. When the Kthul arrive, you will be here to witness the battle. You will see for yourself the might of the Nyar. Now get out of my sight, before I overcome the revulsion of your smell and devour your weak, little body.”

      Nolan turned sharply on his heel, walking slowly from the chamber. He kept his head high, and his pace measured. T’kon hadn’t understated the arrogance of the Nyar, and Nolan had no idea how he was going to fulfill his mission.
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      Nolan’s shoulders didn’t unclench until he was safely back aboard the Demetrius. He made for the command deck, where he knew Burke would be. The rank of major didn’t exactly correspond to its use in the old UFC. Burke was part major, part ship’s captain. It was a change Nolan himself had lobbied for, made possible through core technology. Since a core handled almost all basic ship functions, a bridge crew wasn’t really necessary.

      The lift slowed to a stop, and the doors slid open to show the command deck. It was tiny, even when compared to the Johnston or the Peregrine. A holosphere dominated the center of the room, currently displaying the Nyar system.

      Burke’s serious face was illuminated by the glow of the hologram, his eyes locked on the warp anchor. He looked up as Nolan entered, giving a neutral nod. “It didn’t go well, I take it?”

      “About as expected.” Nolan shook his head, moving to join Burke at the hologram. “Not only did the Nyar not listen, but they’ve insisted we remain here to watch the battle.”

      “Wait, how is that even going to be possible?” Burke asked skeptically. “I’ve been wracking my brain about the warp anchor, and I can’t think of any way past it.”

      “I can,” Nolan countered. “I wrestled with it too, for a long time. After meeting Grak, I have a pretty good idea of how the Kthul are going to get inside.”

      “Are you going to share, or are you enjoying that smug ten-steps-ahead thing you do?”

      “I’m going to enjoy it for a bit, I think.” Nolan smiled at the hologram. “If I’m right, the Kthul should appear any time, in exactly the same spot we did.”

      Burke stroked his beard with two fingers, then stopped. His eyes widened. “Wait, are you saying what I think you’re saying? Those arrogant shit-talkers are going to let them in, aren’t they?”

      “That’s my guess.” Nolan wasn’t surprised Burke had figured it out so quickly. “If you’re the Kthul, you show up and taunt Grak. Grak gets mad and lowers the gate so you can come in and fight. Grak is convinced he’ll win this fight.”

      As if on queue, the holosphere flickered. New vessels began appearing, one after another. The dreadnoughts appeared first, their spidery limbs extending toward the world below. Nolan counted seven. A flurry of cruisers and destroyers appeared next, baby spiders next to their dark mothers.

      “How many ships do the Nyar have?” Burke asked, moving to peer at the newly arrived enemy fleet.

      “Not enough. I counted five dreadnoughts, but two of them looked like they’d been through a meat grinder. I suspect those were the survivors of the attack on Imperalis.” He sized up the enemy ships. “I don’t see any Void Wraith with them, but that doesn’t mean much. They could be cloaked.”

      “Did the Nyar accept the intel you offered?” Burke asked. “They’ll be able to detect any cloaked Void Wraith.”

      “Of course not. That would have made way too much sense. No, Grak and his people are all about the heroic last stand. I don’t think he even cares if they all die, as long as they do it spitting in the face of the Nameless Ones.” Part of Nolan couldn’t blame them for the obsessive hatred. It was a hatred he shared. He would do anything to find and destroy every surviving Gorthian, and if that meant dying…well, he was comfortable with the cost.

      “So they refused the intel that would let them fight a brand new enemy they’ve never encountered,” Burke said, clearly dumbfounded, “and they’re going to open the door and just let that enemy walk in? How do we think this is going to turn out?”

      “Badly,” Nolan said. “And I know where you’re going with this. Even if I thought we should flee—and I don’t—we can’t. They’ve locked us down with the warp anchor. We’re stuck on this world.”

      “So you want to stay here and get slaughtered?” Burke snapped, glaring at Nolan. “Come on, we need a real plan.”

      “The best I’ve got is cloaking and hiding. Our improved drive will keep us undetectable to all parties. We watch events play out, and hope like hell we find the right opportunity to help. I have a feeling that the Nyar are going to need us.”

      “It’s workable,” Burke allowed. “Let’s get the ship battened down and ready to fly. We’re going to need to find a safe place in that forest—someplace deep enough to avoid scans.”

      “I imagine Kokar probably has some ideas about where that might be,” Nolan said. “I’ll see if I can get hold of him before we leave.”

      He turned back to the spire with a sigh. The Nyar were about to get the same treatment humanity and the Tigris had gotten when they’d first encountered the Void Wraith.
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      Zakanna listened quietly as the others debated possible courses of action. It was a tactic her mother had taught her, and one she’d grown up perfecting: Listen to everyone give their counsel, and only when you understood all possible options did you lend your voice to the discussion.

      “The only way to win this battle is to secure the beacon—we agree on that,” Khar said, resting both hands on the edge of the dais. He stared a challenge at the others, as fierce as ever—perhaps more so.

      Zakanna had seen the way Khar looked to Fizgig. It was the same way she looked to Yulo, and part of why she now felt lost without his presence.

      “But we do not agree on how,” Takkar countered, shaking his head. “Sending in a small strike team is foolish. It would mean entrusting the fate of the fleet to the work of a single squad. If the squad fails, the fleet is wiped out. It’s madness.”

      “It is not madness,” Fizgig said, her calm enviable. “Send in a small strike team comprised of our most able warriors. Seize the beacon, and turn the Void Wraith on their masters. Only then do we warp in the fleet.”

      “If the team fails, you leave them to die,” T’kon said, nodding in understanding. “I agree; this is the best plan. Ultimately, we risk nothing but the strike team. We need to move the fleet anyway, so why not jump it closer to Imperalis? We can take up a hidden position within a single jump, then warp in if the team succeeds. If not, we either try another team or warp away and devise a new plan.”

      Fizgig cocked her head, eyes distant. She licked her chops, then spoke to the group. “I’ve just received word from Nolan. The Kthul fleet arrived at Nyar. This fool, Grak, has lowered their defenses and allowed the Kthul inside.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Zakanna said, sourly. She kept the emotion from her fur, but only just. “Grak is as hidebound as they come and will not accept change. He honors the old ways, and that means battling your enemy on an open plain. It is the worst kind of pride.”

      “Clan Leader,” came a timid voice from behind Takkar. A Saurian strode forward, bobbing a curtsy next to Takkar. “A thousand apologies, but an enemy fleet has just warped in-system. We are under attack.”

      Zakanna looked up through the observatory dome. A sizable enemy fleet had arrived—half a dozen dreadnoughts supported by three times their number in heavy cruisers. They were already launching fighters, their main cannons charging.

      Six fully functional dreadnoughts unleashed a volley, all aimed unerringly at the Vkash’s Fist. The vessel shuddered under each impact, the shield rippling to blue, then red. By the third shot, it had faded entirely, leaving the ship naked to the other three shots.

      The first punched through the dome almost directly above them, and air rushed out into space. A second hole appeared a few hundred meters away. Debris exploding outward even as the islands under the hole followed. The third hit made something grind deep in the ship, from the engines.

      Long moments later, membranes appeared over the holes, stopping the loss of atmosphere.

      “I don’t understand,” Zakanna said, staring up in horror. “What are they hoping to accomplish? We can merely warp away.”

      “Do it!” Takkar roared at the techsmith. “Order all vessels to warp to point alpha.”

      “Of course, Clan Leader.” The Saurian bobbed another curtsy, frantic pulses of data flowing from her arcanotome. After several moments her face fell, and she shrank into her robes. “Clan Leader, we are unable to warp away. Our drive has been sabotaged. Reports are coming in from the rest of the fleet. Other warp drives have been disabled.”

      “Clever,” Fizgig said. “They knew we’d attempt to scatter, so they’ve ensured we cannot leave. We fight, or die.”

      “Those treacherous bastards,” Takkar roared. “They must have spies on my ship. Seeker sympathizers.” He glanced up, his fur going ashen. “We cannot fight a battle within and a battle without at the same time.”

      “Which they no doubt know.” Zakanna sighed wearily. “We have no choice but to retake the ship, and before that can happen, Kthul cruisers will have already boarded. That’s assuming they don’t just end us. Their cannons are nearly recharged.”

      “We have been badly outmaneuvered,” Fizgig said, shaking her head. Her tail slashed behind her, lazily. “Look at those ships. They are untouched by war, every turret operational. Our own fleet is heavily damaged. Even if we retook the ship immediately, the Kthul would crush us. More, I think you will find that the warp drive is not the only thing they sabotaged.”

      Takkar rounded on the techsmith. “Fire the main cannon. Now! Deploy all fighters.”

      “Clan Leader, the main cannon is nonfunctional,” the Saurian said. A series of pulses flowed to and from the arcanotome. “We are deploying fighters, but there are reports of fighting on the lower islands.”

      The dreadnought shuddered under another volley, this one targeting their engines exclusively. Takkar looked up at them, defeated. “I’ve no doubt they’ll dock soon, bringing over enough troops to pacify this vessel. Our alliance is doomed, before it even really began.”

      Zakanna’s fur shifted to a whirling pink-white as she struggled for control. They’d endured so much, yet every challenge they overcame was followed by a worse one.
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      Khar clenched and unclenched his hands, preparing himself for combat. There was no immediate threat, but that would come soon enough. He took a protective step toward Zakanna, and she did the same toward him.

      “Zakanna.” Fizgig walked slowly toward the empress, removing a silvery belt from her waist. “This is a stealth belt. It will cloak you from almost all known sensors, including anything the Void Wraith have. It will be useful both here and on the strike team you will lead to Imperalis.” She handed the belt to Zakanna.

      “I don’t understand,” Zakanna said, her eyebrows knitting together in consternation. “Won’t you need it?”

      “I will not be leaving.” Fizgig sat on the edge of the dais and began massaging her thigh. Khar had seen her perform the motion often since her final battle with Admiral Mow during the war with the Void Wraith.

      “Why?” Khar demanded. “There is absolutely no reason to stay. If we flee, we flee together. Those who remain behind will die.”

      “Ah, I see her plan now,” Takkar said. “One step ahead of me, again.” He walked around the dais, kneeling respectfully before Fizgig. “I have misjudged you—assumed that you were a treacherous opponent, honorless and callow. You know honor as truly as any Ganog, and you are the worthiest foe I have ever faced.”

      Fizgig blinked at him, but said nothing.

      “Ahh,” T’kon said. “I believe I understand as well. The seekers are coming for Takkar, so he cannot leave. If he flees, they will chase him. If he stays, he occupies them long enough for the rest of us to flee.”

      “Indeed,” Takkar said, “but what I do not understand is why Fizgig must also stay. There’s no reason for anyone else to remain.” He rose to his feet. “Fizgig, you are the finest commander among us. This admission pains me, but it is the truth. If we are to win this war, we will need you to lead it.”

      “No, you won’t,” Fizgig said. She nodded at Khar. “The real battle will take place on Imperalis. The real battle is taking the beacon. We have an opportunity here—a way to turn their victory into the secret dagger aimed at their heart. Let them take us both. They will believe they’ve decapitated the serpent, and it will make them careless.” She turned to T’kon. “You should battle your way back to your vessel as quickly as possible. You will very likely be caught in the attempt, but I do not believe they will kill you.”

      “Why not?” T’kon asked, clearly puzzled.

      His wife, Jehanna, spoke. “Because they have plans for the Azi,” she said, eyes widening. Her fur brightened. “They seek to turn us back to the Nameless Ones, and T’kon’s name would lend great strength to their cause. If they capture us, they will use you to get more of our people to capitulate. They will likely use a threat to me to secure your cooperation.”

      “You married well, T’kon.” Fizgig nodded respectfully at Jehanna. “This one sees clearly. Keep her close.”

      “Let us depart, then. If Jehanna and I gain our freedom, we will take the fleet to a safe place to gather survivors.” T’kon hurried toward a transport disk. Jehanna moved with him, and their guards followed behind.

      “Khar,” Fizgig said. “The mission is yours. Get to Aluki’s cruiser. Go to Imperalis, and find a way to seize control of the beacon. With or without the fleet, turn the Void Wraith back on their masters.”

      “Mighty Fizgig,” Khar lowered his cheek, brushing it against hers.

      She stepped back with a look of distaste, then began cleaning the fur where he’d left his scent. Yet she didn’t chastise him.

      “I will lead this mission, and I will succeed. Come, Zakanna. We have a planet to win back.”

      They hurried to a transport disk on the opposite side from T’kon and climbed aboard. It zoomed over the edge, carrying them toward the lower section of the ship. Below, Ganog elites fought on many islands. The chaos was total, and there was no way to distinguish friend from foe. They all wore the same armor and fought with similar weapons.

      “How does this stealth belt work?” Zakanna asked, buckling it around her waist. It fit her, just barely. She was larger than Fizgig.

      “It generates a field that will bend light,” Khar explained, “cloaking you on that spectrum. It will also dampen your thermal signature, but cannot erase it entirely.” The disk zoomed a wide path around another island, no more than forty meters from the fighting. “The belts consume enormous energy, and the internal battery will only last for about two hours. We must move swiftly, and conserve power when possible.”

      “Reaching the cruiser will be impossible. That’s where the Kthul reinforcements will be docking,” Zakanna’s fur had settled to an eggshell white, not as pristine as Yulo’s but impressive nonetheless.

      “I have an idea about that.” Khar gave a toothy grin. “I know someone—you’d call them a ka’tok—that can get us to the docking bay without being seen. He dwells in the underbelly of the ship, along the hull. If we can reach him, we have a chance.”
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      Takkar unlimbered his axe and took an experimental swing. It hummed through the air, drawing a grim smile from him. The techsmith had already fled, leaving him alone with Fizgig. He glanced at the Tigris and was appalled to find her licking her own fur. It was disgusting.

      Was she…bathing? With saliva?

      “Are you not going to ready yourself for battle?” Takkar demanded, looming over her. Despite recognizing her skill, he’d never trust or like her.

      “I am ready for battle,” Fizgig said, not looking at him. She began chewing on her shoulder, then licked the fur around it several times and looked up at him with those odd, slitted eyes. “What is it you feel I should be doing, exactly? You can hear the sounds of battle as well as I. They’re growing closer, and your forces are losing. We will be overwhelmed, and in all likelihood killed.”

      “You face your death calmly enough,” Takkar allowed, but grudgingly. “I do not know who leads them, but there is a chance that leader will accept my challenge. If I defeat them, they may cede me the ship, or at the very least grant our freedom.”

      Fizgig eyed Takkar critically, and he was very conscious of the fat that had accumulated around his midsection, bulging his armor outward. But he stood proudly, still a warrior. His edge had dulled, but he would turn his appearance to his advantage. Whoever he faced would underestimate him, assuming they faced a weak, aging warrior. Takkar could still fight, though—could still kill. He would teach the enemy the price of dismissing him.

      “Goddess watch over you, Takkar. If you can free us, perhaps we can salvage something. If not, we will sell our lives as dearly as we are able.” She returned to grooming, and Takkar fiercely envied her calm. She’d fully embraced death, the purest expression of haak he’d ever seen. She was more Ganog than anyone he’d ever met. More Ganog than Takkar.

      Even if she did bathe with saliva.

      A heavy transport disk approached, packed with Kthul elites in their sickly, green armor. A second and third disk followed, the figures aboard all wearing the scarlet armor of the Vkash. Traitors, every one. All three disks disgorged their charges, and dozens of elites fanned out around Takkar and the tiny Tigris.

      Rifles were raised, covering them from every direction. Fizgig didn’t react, and Takkar drew on her calm. He planted the head of his axe against the ground, waiting patiently for a commander to reveal himself.

      “Hello, Takkar,” rumbled a heavy voice. The elites parted, allowing a short, stocky warrior to approach. His fur was shorter than most, and partially shaved as only Kthul fanatics did. He wore a pair of long daggers at his side, and had a rifle strapped to his back.

      Takkar’s eyes widened when he recognized his opponent. The Kthul champion’s size was deceptive, but Takkar knew he was capable of blinding speed. Some believed he was really an Adept.

      “Hello, Azatok,” Takkar spat back. He took a step closer, holding his axe at the ready. “I see you’ve come to wrest Vkash’s Fist from me. Do you have the stomachs to fight for it yourself?”

      Azatok gestured expansively. “Look around, old man. Your ship is already mine, your people already pledged to my cause. They have embraced the Nameless Ones, as I have. We serve our rightful masters once more.”

      “Then you will not fight?” Takkar gave a derisive laugh. “Do you really fear me that much?”

      “You hope to provoke me into killing you, to spare you the shame of your latest defeat. I’m unsurprised. This is three terrible losses in a row, is it not?” Looking smug, Azatok approached Takkar but made no threatening moves. “Make no mistake, Takkar. I will kill you, and I will do it in the arena. Your days of winning the Imperial Games are long behind you. You’ve let yourself go. You are fat and weak. Yet I will still grant you a warrior’s death.”

      “Why not here and now?” Takkar asked, still hoping. He raised the axe, resting the blade casually on his shoulder.

      “Because,” Azatok turned to face him, smiling wickedly, “I want to broadcast your death to the whole of the Imperium. Let the Vkash see their leader fall, know that their fate is now tied to the Nameless Ones.” His fur shifted to a malicious red.

      Takkar’s shoulders slumped. His public execution would be humiliating—not just for him, but for his clan. In his prime he might have stood a chance against Azatok, but now? He was too slow, too old. He would die fighting, but he was under no illusions that he could kill Azatok.

      “Who is your companion?” Azatok asked, crouching before Fizgig. “No, no, don’t tell me. I recognize her species from the visions with which the Nameless Ones have blessed me. This must be the enemy fleet leader, the Mighty Fizgig. She is not nearly so fierce as I was led to believe. Can you talk, little creature?”

      Fizgig didn’t respond. She continued to lick her fur, seemingly unaware of Azatok’s presence.

      “I could have you put to death right now,” Azatok said, leaning closer to Fizgig. “Or I could kill you myself. A wise captive gives respect, if she wishes to live.”

      “You will kill me sooner or later,” Fizgig said, continuing to groom, “so there seems little point in cooperation.” She didn’t look up at Azatok, or make any move to defend herself.

      “I think I will enjoy breaking you, little Tigris,” Azatok snapped. He gestured to his elites. “Have them taken to holding cells.”

      Takkar let himself be taken, and noticed that Fizgig didn’t resist either. The chance to fight and die passed, leaving them to the mercy of a merciless foe.

      He hoped they’d made the right decision, and that the others had managed to escape.
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      T’kon aimed his slug thrower at the back of the elite’s head, then whistled. The shrill sound caused the warrior to turn, and T’kon shot him in the eye. A heartbeat later, the explosive round detonated, and the elite crashed to the ground. Smoke rose from his eye socket.

      “You do not have to woo me, husband,” Jehanna said, laughing like the girl she’d been when they’d first met. It was a welcome change, stripping away all the somberness that had settled over them recently.

      “A wise husband, particularly one who has just won his wife back, never stops trying to woo her,” T’kon countered, laughing as well. For the first time in as long as he could remember, there was joy in his heart.

      He sprinted to the transport disk, offering Jehanna a hand. She took it, though both knew she needed no assistance. She moved in close, pressed against his chest.

      “You’ve become wiser in your time away.” She smiled affectionately. “It did you good.”

      “It did,” T’kon said, nodding. He rested his sword against his shoulder. “Honestly? I would not change the events that led us here. The universe made me into what I need to be to oppose the Nameless Ones, and to safeguard our people.”

      “That—I am surprised, husband,” Jehanna admitted. She eyed him curiously, but there was pride in her eyes as well. “You endured much. To shrug it off as building character is something I’d never have expected from you. I love you dearly, but you’ve always carried grudges further than any warrior I’ve ever met.”

      “That was the old me,” T’kon said. “The prideful, surly leader, longing for past glories. Then I lost everything.” He holstered his slug thrower. “I had no choice but to see reality as it is, rather than as I believe it to be. I had no allies to coddle me, no wealth to shelter me. I lived off my wits, and often went to bed with stomachs rumbling. Everything I took for granted was stripped away, scoured to the foundation. From there, I rebuilt, and I’d like to think I am better for it.”

      “If we die today, husband, know that I am proud of you,” Jehanna said, eyes shining. She caressed his cheek.

      T’kon’s fur went purple-pink, and he didn’t care who saw. “That feeling is mutual, wife. You’ve achieved much, both as an Adept and as a voice for our people. You are the truest Azi I have ever known.”

      The disk finally zoomed to a halt at the command island. T’kon tensed. A group of Kthul warriors was leading the attack, and they’d already shifted to great form. Some of the defenders had joined the enemy, though thankfully only a few. The Azi defenders were clustered behind pillars, struggling desperately to prevent their enemies from encircling them.

      Their position wasn’t tenable, not in the long term. Not unless he did something.

      He met Jehanna’s gaze, and she nodded fiercely.

      “Rally to me,” T’kon boomed, flaring his lower nostrils. He sucked in deep breaths, growing a meter with every step. By the time he joined the defenders, he’d reached his full height.

      He lobbed handfuls of flash grenades into the air over the enemy, then closed his eyes tightly.

      Sharp flashes detonated in rapid succession. The instant they were over, T’kon opened his eyes and sprinted forward, running a Kthul through the back with his sword. He left the blade buried in the Kthul, and picked up the dead warrior’s particle rifle instead.

      He turned that weapon on the enemy, catching the Kthul’s right flank in a crossfire with the defenders. They dropped quickly, and the enemy fell back. T’kon sprinted to the center of the pillars, hiding behind one near the center.

      Several warriors fell in around him.

      “We must cut a path through the traitors before they recover.” T’kon passed out more flash grenades. The warriors looked dubiously at them, but no one turned them away. “Use these.”

      T’kon tossed a grenade into the air, ducking back behind the pillar. As soon as it detonated he charged the closest enemy, a Kthul in sickly green armor. The Kthul brought up his sword to block, but T’kon tossed a light grenade in his face, closing his eyes. A brief flash warmed his eyelids, and he opened them to find his opponent groping blindly. T’kon smashed the Kthul’s face with the butt of his particle rifle, dropping him.

      “How many of those do you have, husband?” Jehanna called from a neighboring pillar.

      “I have about two dozen more,” T’kon called, tossing another handful at a cluster of Kthul warriors. “That was something else I learned as a clanless hunter. Use any tool to win, and honor be damned. Ruthless warriors survive to the next battle.”

      “Pragmatic,” Jehanna called, laughing, “and clearly effective.”

      T’kon spun around the next combatant, ripping his slug thrower from its holster and shooting him in the back. The elite stumbled off, clutching at his terrible wound, only to have Jehanna land on his shoulder and slash his throat with a tiny dagger. He still clutched at his throat when the explosive round detonated inside his torso.

      All around them the Azi rallied, pushing back the attackers. T’kon sucked in a deep breath. “They are on the defensive. Cut them down. No mercy!”

      His elites roared, surging forward in a wave. T’kon joined them, weaving between opponents with little conscious thought. The battle lasted mere moments—and an eternity—the lust carrying him through his enemy with intense fervor.

      Finally, the last Kthul fell with a cry, and there was blessed silence.

      T’kon tossed the Kthul particle rifle to the ground, panting. “We’ve won. Techsmith, to me.”

      A robed Saurian trotted over, arcanotome clutched in a death grip. “Yes, Clan Leader?”

      “Send a message to all vessels to warp away. Head for site Theta.” T’kon relaxed, gradually shrinking in size.

      “At once, Clan Leader.” The techsmith bowed, and backed away.

      “We did it,” Jehanna said, striding up as he returned to his lesser form. She smiled, laughing. But the smile faded, and her fur darkened to an uncertain red. “So what now? Where do we go?”

      “That question weighs heavily,” T’kon said, some of the joy leaving him. He looked out of the observation dome above them. “My heart says we should assault Imperalis with what we have. My head tells me that would end in disaster. Another course is warranted, but before I implement it we must purge our ranks of those sympathetic to the seekers. Then we will prepare to strike where they do not expect us.”
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      Kokar joined the warriors in the lowest tier, with Hruk trailing in his wake. He shifted uncomfortably. All around him, the best of the Nyar warrior caste stared, and he felt naked, despite wearing his best armor. Their contempt was an open challenge, but Kokar had no choice but to ignore it.

      Instead, he focused on the hologram that had appeared on the royal dais before his father.

      “Calm yourself, Kokar,” Hruk whispered. “Do not let them see you fidget.” He stared at the holoscreen as well, ignoring the others.

      Kokar stilled himself, watching the hologram expectantly. A sea of multicolored particles resolved into a face he knew well: the scarred, furless face he’d last seen on Imperalis. Utfa’s milky eyes stared smugly out at them.

      “I have come to issue challenge,” Utfa said, the words dripping scorn. “Tell me, Grak, will the legendary Nyar hide inside that little ball of rocks, or will you test your might against my clan? The Kthul have come at last, to scour you away at the will of our masters. If you refuse to fight, we will destroy your other worlds, one by one, until only this hiding place remains.”

      Grak ignored Utfa’s taunt, but bright scarlet leapt into his fur. Utfa smiled.

      Grak cocked his head, as if trying to understand his opponent. “You must know that only death awaits you here. Your fleet will be torn apart if you approach. We possess every advantage.”

      “In the skies, perhaps, but on the surface of that little world?” Utfa taunted. “If you meet me in the field, I will slaughter your people. My planetstriders will lay waste to your cities.”

      Kokar knew the seeker had struck another blow.

      His father clenched his fists. His fur blackened. “Prepare your armies, seeker. We will meet you on the south slope, just outside the city.”

      “Perhaps you are not the coward I’ve heard you are. I have your word, then? You will allow my ground forces to safely warp in?” Utfa fixed his milky eyes on Grak. “I know that your Nyar honor won’t allow you to break that word, but I have yet to hear you swear it.”

      “Very well. I swear it. Your planetstriders, and any vessel that is cruiser size or smaller, will be allowed to warp safely into our system. My dreadnoughts will not engage your vessels—but make no mistake, if you attempt any tricks they will blast your ships from the sky.” Grak gave a low growl. “Now, prepare yourself, Kthul scum. Come find your death on the south slope.”

      Kokar’s fur went ashen. He slumped into his seat, only dimly aware of Hruk’s arm around him.

      “Are you all right, lad?” Hruk asked.

      “Father,” Kokar roared, shooting to his feet.

      His voice cut through the cacophony, and one by one, the other Ganog fell silent as they realized that Grak was staring at his son.

      Kokar waited for total silence before speaking again. “I urge you to reconsider. Shunt their fleet into the debris field, and let us end the Kthul once and for all.”

      “You would have me break my word?” Grak asked, his fur plunging into deep scarlet. “How have I raised such a coward? I know it cannot be your mother’s doing. If she lived, she would be deeply ashamed—as I am shamed. We are on the eve of battle with our hated foes. We have every advantage. Yet you council us to fight like they do, to think as wretched Kthul. Have you not a shred of pride remaining?”

      “Father, we must be greater than our pride. They will betray us. You know that. You gave your word, and Utfa will use those words to hang you with. He is vile and treacherous, but most of all he is devious. He wrested Imperalis from the Yog, and has poisoned all clans, even our own.” Kokar knew that last accusation would draw his father’s ire, so he plunged ahead. “Unless you wish to name your own son a liar, in front of all. You know what I saw, Father. One of our clan went over to the seekers, and were so far gone they attempted to assassinate the empress. If it’s possible for one, then it could certainly happen again.”

      Grak unlimbered his chopping sword, his gaze murderous. “No, no more of your cowardly prattling. I name you clanless, Kokar. You are cast from our ranks. You may stay upon our world until the end of this battle, and then you will depart forever. If you are still here when I return from battle, I will deal your deathblow myself. I have no son.”

      Grak turned away and stalked from the chamber. Sharp whispers flowed through the Ganog ranks, as they too began to disperse.

      Kokar ignored them. His fur shifted to a determined brown. So be it.

      He turned from his father’s retreating form, walking proudly from the hall. He saw the pain and indecision in Hruk’s eyes, and it meant more than he could ever express when his mentor followed him from the chamber.
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      Utfa took a deep breath, flaring his lower nostrils. He stared up at the floating ball of asteroids protecting his clan’s oldest enemies. Three times in the course of Ganog history the Kthul had attempted to take this world. Each time they’d failed, either because they could not breach the warp anchor or because their ground forces were simply not strong enough.

      This time, Nyar would fall. Utfa closed his eyes, savoring the pulses of data from his arcanotome. Coming into contact with a Nameless One carried a heavy price, but the rewards were great. He could feel his fleet readying.

      The entire Void Wraith fleet—all eight hundred of them—had mobilized, ready to warp at his command.  A niggling whisper in the back of his mind insisted that he shouldn’t commit them all, that the Nyar could prove to be more canny than they appeared.

      He was entrusting a great deal to their honor, and if they reneged on their agreement it would place him in a very difficult position. Of course, if he was honest with himself…he’d almost rather be rid of the Void Wraith altogether. They were potent, but he had no illusions about who they truly served.

      The day would come when they were used against him, if he weren’t careful.

      A robed techsmith bowed low before Utfa. “Your command, emissary?”

      “Initiate.” He raised his hand to punctuate the command. Green-blue rippled briefly through his fur, and his stomachs gurgled. The fear would not be banished, even though he knew this day would deliver his greatest wish.

      The world lurched and folded in on itself, and then Utfa was elsewhere. His dreadnought materialized at the rear of the fleet, and several dozen Ganog cruisers moved into a protective cloud around him. They looked so small and weak; no wonder the Nyar assumed themselves superior.

      Utfa smiled as his little convoy made for the surface where, at this moment, his planetstriders were warping in. Only two—just enough to show that he was committed. The real threat would materialize only once he’d arrived, and by then it would be far too late for Grak and his pitiful defenders.

      The holographic display shifted, populating with all the vessels in the system. His tome fed him additional data, giving context to what he was seeing. All eight hundred Void Wraith harvesters had cloaked, and were now swarming toward the warp anchor.

      The rest of his forces were inbound to the planet, and the unsuspecting Nyar fleet had moved away from the anchor to hover over the ground battle. It was unlikely they’d intervene, but only a fool would leave such a potent weapon out of the battle.

      That was exactly what Utfa had been expecting, and what Oako had predicted—and Utfa was ready for this eventuality. He was unsurprised when the techsmith stepped forward, bowing.

      “Emissary, the Ganog fleet leader is hailing us.”

      “Open a channel,” Utfa said, smiling.

      A holodrone walked over, and a lifelike version of an unfamiliar Ganog appeared, snarling. “You were warned not to bring any dreadnoughts. You have broken our agreement.”

      “I thought you’d allow my flagship,” Utfa protested with mock innocence, “since I am not participating in the battle.”

      “Prepare yourself for battle, Kthul scum.” The hologram vanished.

      Utfa roared his laughter and, still chuckling, turned to the techsmith. “Unleash the Omegas. Once they’ve finished the ground forces, have them focus on the Nyar fleet.”
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      “Cut them down,” Grak bellowed, pointing at the enemy with his sword. “None survive!”

      Hundreds of enlarged warriors surged forward, rushing down the gentle slope toward the waiting mass of enemies. Below them stood dozens of grounded enemy vessels—sleek, blue ships with predatory wings jutting out past the body. Ramps had lowered from every harvester, and rank upon rank of spindly blue robots advanced.

      Most stood no taller than a Saurian, but one in twenty stood half as tall as a Ganog great form. Those larger ones could be a threat, judging by the particle cannons they carried. The weapons were unfamiliar, but Kokar had described them.

      Grak leaned toward the battle, wishing he was joining the charge. He longed for the thrill of the bloodlust, the feel of an enemy breaking under his blade. But he had a greater responsibility. He must safeguard his people, leading them to victory with as few casualties as possible. Every Nyar was needed against the Nameless Ones. That meant a leader could not fill the role of warrior, however much he wished to.

      The ground rumbled, then shook violently, in the way only a planetstrider could cause—but it wasn’t the enemy planetstriders. Both of those still stood in place, well outside the combat.

      Three shapes appeared in the morning mist, the thick clouds obscuring them from the waist up. The legs weren’t right for planetstriders. They were blue, just like the robots his clan now battled.

      “These must be the Omegas that made Kokar piss himself,” Grak snarled. He stalked forward, watching as his men engaged the Void Wraith. They rushed the first wave, crushing them.

      Then the fallen began to explode. The explosions damaged Void Wraith and Ganog alike, flinging them about like refuse. Yet the Void Wraith numbers seemed infinite. They still marched from the vessels, rank upon rank wading into the combat.

      The next rank of Nyar warriors took greater care, kicking or hurling fallen Judicators away from themselves before they could detonate. His people learned quickly, as their training demanded. They’d been bred and steeped in war, more so than any other clan. It was all they knew, the very reason for their existence: Stop the Nameless Ones, at any cost.

      The Void Wraith lines began to crumble, and the enemy survivors were forced back toward the ships. Grak found himself more suspicious than pleased. This was too easy a victory. He turned his attention to the three figures in the mist. Their upper bodies were still obscured by the clouds, but they’d turned to face the Nyar ranks.

      The ground rumbled in earnest now as the Nyar planetstriders advanced toward the Omegas. He’d ordered all seven into the fray, determined to force his opponent’s retreat as soon as possible. The fact that Utfa had brought only two of the Kthul planetstriders was troubling.

      A Saurian techsmith, cowering in her robes, appeared at his side. “Clan Leader, apologies. I have news.”

      “Deliver it,” Grak ordered, still staring suspiciously at the Omegas. The planetstriders were slowly encircling them, both sides at extreme range. No one had fired yet.

      “The warp anchor is under attack. Hundreds of Void Wraith vessels decloaked all around it. The station…is lost.” The Saurian fell to her knees, warding herself with her arms.

      Grak raised his head and roared, his fur surging into red-black. His vision clouded, and his more primal nature asserted itself. He slammed his foot down on the techsmith’s back, crushing her spine.

      His rage sated, he turned back to the Omegas. “So that is your game, Utfa. You draw my attention here, and then assault the warp anchor. As clever as it is dishonorable. But let us see how you fare on the ground.”

      Grak smiled grimly as his planetstriders surged forward and rushed the Omegas. The ground quaked violently under their lumbering charge. The first Omega turned toward them, sliding an enormous foot backward to brace itself. The motion peeled away the clouds, and a furious wind knocked Grak back a step.

      For the first time, he saw the Omega fully. He blinked, and his jaw went slack. “It cannot be,” he whispered.

      He recognized the Omega, knew it as he knew the skin of his own face. What could it possibly mean? The cannon in the chest. The sleek, deadly arms. Every detail was the same, bringing him back to the pilgrimage he’d taken as a youth, to the tomb of Nyar.

      Both planetstriders unleashed a hail of missiles, the flaming projectiles swarming the Omega. They detonated in a spectacular staccato, smoke and flame ballooning outward around the humanoid figure. The smoke obscured it, briefly, then cleared to show a shimmering veil of energy around the Omega.

      The volley had done nothing.

      The Omega thrust both arms forward, on either side of the cannon in its chest. The cannon began to glow. Light built, then the cannon discharged a beam of pure white that washed over both planetstriders. Everything touched by the beam disintegrated, evaporating into a fine mist that dissipated instantly. The remains of both planetstriders toppled to the slope, tumbling forward to rest at the Omega’s feet. Their messy remains kicked up a fierce, foul-smelling wind.

      The second and third Omegas moved to form a line with the first, both extending their arms just as the first had. Twin beams boiled away the sky, the first spearing Grak’s oldest Planetstrider through the midsection. The second caught Worldender, disintegrating both reptilian legs.

      “Techsmith,” Grak bellowed, whirling until he spotted another cringing Saurian standing as far from the body of his fallen companion as he could get without being out of earshot. “Order all planetstriders to retreat to Derleth. What news from orbit?”

      “Six Kthul dreadnoughts have warped in-system, and are moving to engage our fleet.” The techsmith clutched its arcanotome, trembling.

      “Order the fleet to Derleth as well.” Grak’s shoulders slumped. His fleet couldn’t stand against the full might of the Kthul, not when the Kthul were backed up by an armada of these Void Wraith. He fell to his knees, dropping his axe to ground with a clatter. “I will be remembered as the clan leader who lost Nyar. I’ve been such a fool. What have I done?”

      He stared up at the Omegas. None had fired a second shot, but that hardly mattered. His planetstriders were in full retreat, running until they were far enough away to safely warp. The Omegas did not pursue. Instead they began walking toward the Ganog lines.

      Grak’s forces had reached the harvesters, and were locked in a fierce brawl with the last of the Void Wraith defenders. By the time they saw the advancing Omegas, it was too late. Fifty of his finest died in a single footstep, crushed into atoms by the incalculable weight of the Omega.

      Wind whipped at Grak, but he refused to let it move him. He stood fast, staring hatefully at the Omega until the wind faded. Then he picked up his axe, holding it aloft with both hands. The Omega’s foot rose, kicking up another gust of wind, and began to fall.

      Grak dropped to one knee, using all his considerable strength to prop the blade aloft. If this was his end, he would meet it defiantly.

      The titanic, blue foot blotted out the sun, giving a loud, low whistle as it approached. Then it crashed down on Grak, ending his shame.
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      Nolan leaned through the airlock, clinging to the doorway against the fierce wind. A pair of Ganog sprinted furiously toward him, the sound of their passage drowned out by panicked screams as vessels attempted to flee.

      “Get on board,” Nolan roared over the wind, stepping aside to allow Kokar to squeeze past. The Ganog’s ever-present mentor slid inside a moment later. Nolan slammed the airlock button, and the door hissed shut behind them, bringing relative quiet. “Let’s move to the cargo bay. We need to discuss a plan of action.”

      “A plan of action?” Hruk snorted. “This world is lost, fallen before the treachery of the Kthul.”

      “It falls before the stupidity of my father,” Kokar snapped, whirling to face Hruk, “not because of the Kthul.” He grabbed Hruk by the straps on his armor, tugging him closer. “I know you love him, Hruk, but in this he is wrong. Our people’s fate may have been sealed, dooming us on the eve of the Nameless Ones’ ascendance. If this human can help us fight back, then yes…we seek a plan of action.” He released Hruk, and turned back to address Nolan. “Please, lead the way, Captain.”

      Nolan nodded, leading the pair up the corridor and into the main hangar. Predictably, Burke and his pilots all stood in small clusters. Each group of people was conveniently located near the stall where their mech was parked.

      All eyes were on a view screen mounted high on the south wall, where it met the ceiling. Outside, the Void Wraith Omegas were tearing the Nyar defenders apart. Elites died by the score, and the survivors scattered like ants fleeing the destruction of their hill.

      The perspective shifted slightly as the battleship shuddered into motion. Nolan couldn’t see it, but he had no doubt that Burke had engaged cloaking the instant they’d left the dock. Theoretically, they’d just bought some breathing room.

      “All right, Nolan, let’s put this mess to bed,” Burke called, walking to meet Nolan in the middle of the hangar. Alpha Company’s pilots were all staring, most of their faces still hostile. “Give the word, and I’ll warp us out of here. There’s nothing we can do here, Captain.”

      Nolan noted the use of rank. “Major, I understand your sentiment, but we still have a job to do.” He turned to Kokar. “How will your father respond to this invasion?”

      “I do not know precisely what is happening,” Kokar ventured, “especially in orbit. That will influence his decisions.” His fur went a soft teal. Behind him, Hruk scowled.

      “Kay, bring up a tactical display holo,” Burke ordered, folding his arms. “One to a thousand, show the battle in orbit.” He wore his displeasure openly, but he hadn’t contradicted Nolan. Yet.

      A hologram appeared next to them, its amber glow showing a miniature version of the battle. Void Wraith vessels were tagged all throughout the system, some around the fragmented remains of the warp anchor. Others were moving toward the Nyar fleet, which seemed to be retreating.

      Kokar circled the hologram, studying the battle in orbit. “My father has ordered them to warp away, most likely to Derleth. That will keep our fleet from destruction here. He will send the planetstriders as well.”

      Nolan was watching the view screen still, which showed an Omega finishing off the last of the Ganog defenders. Nolan winced as it stepped on one of the last groups—the command group, he was fairly certain.

      “Lad,” Hruk rumbled, placing a furry hand on Kokar’s shoulder. “Your father is gone.”

      Kokar didn’t look at the view screen. He focused on the hologram, as if the departing Nyar fleet was carrying him away with it. Finally he turned to Nolan. “Our forces have abandoned this world.”

      “How many people live here?” Nolan asked.

      “Eleven billion Ganog, and probably half again as many Saurians,” Kokar ventured. “This is our most populous world.”

      “Nolan, this is no longer our problem,” Burke said. “The Ganog now lack command authority. Their leadership is gutted. If we stay, we get gutted, too. It’s time to bug out. Don’t make this into an issue.” His voice had gone taut.

      Nolan turned to Burke, folding his arms as he stared up at the taller man. “Major, you remember how you said that the president had placed me in charge? I’m exercising my rights as mission commander. I hate to pull rank, but here it is: The Nyar fleet and some of their planetstriders escaped. They are still a significant military force, and our mission stands. Get them into the war on our side.”

      “Nolan, don’t do this.” Burke tensed, his hand moving to his sidearm. “Technically you’ve got authority, but you know exactly how far that goes. I’m not willing to let you get my men killed—not on some fool’s errand.”

      “I know you’re just protecting your people, but hear me out, Burke. We’re cloaked. Right now, they can’t detect us. With the warp anchor gone, we can leave at will. Let’s find a safe place to land, and see if we can help their leadership rebuild. Kokar is the son of their clan leader. Maybe he can pull them together.”

      Nolan turned to Kokar, raising an eyebrow. Kokar didn’t exactly look like he was brimming with confidence.

      “He’s right,” Hruk rumbled, clapping Kokar on the back. “You warned us of the Void Wraith, and were right to tell us not to meet the Kthul in open battle. Our people will remember you spoke, despite the personal cost. Many of our officers survive, and they will be gathering our elites. If we can get them word that you live, we might be able to build a resistance.”

      “A resistance that can deal with those?” Burke snapped, stabbing a finger at the view screen. Onscreen, a hulking Omega stepped on a fleeing Ganog unit, then looked around for another target.

      “We don’t get to cherry-pick missions, Burke,” Nolan snapped. “This one sucks, but we’ve got a job to do. Now get your men in line, and get this ship into cover. You handle patrols and security however you want, but you get us away from this spire and into the ruins of that city. Now.”

      Burke stared hard at him, and Nolan was painfully aware of Alpha pilots beginning to move in their direction.

      Finally Burke spoke, “All right, Nolan. We’ll play this your way. But you’d better be right, or I’ll make damned sure you’re not around to crow about it.”
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      Khar grabbed Zakanna, jumping from Takkar’s command island. As they tumbled out of sight, he extended his wrist and fired a monofilament cable. The barbed hook sunk into the underside of the island, slowing their fall to a more controlled drop.

      “Activate your stealth belt,” Khar whispered, thumbing the switch on his. Energy crackled soundlessly over his fur, mapping movements all around him. In a moment he faded from sight, only a faint shimmer betraying his location.

      A moment later Zakanna did the same. “Where are you leading us?” came her disembodied voice. Her arms tightened around him, and he was impressed that she trusted him enough to offer no protest when being tackled off the side of a floating island.

      “Down to the slums along the hull,” Khar explained. “We’ll take the lift on that island there, the one with the trees. I used it last time.”

      They descended rapidly, and Khar kicked hard to send them arcing toward the island.

      “How long is that cable?” Zakanna asked, with just a touch of nervousness.

      “Three thousand meters. We have plenty of slack,” Khar said, guiding them in a controlled fall. He slowed his wrist winch, willing his nanochrons into his feet, and landed hard. The nanochrons bled away the kinetic energy, and Khar set Zakanna down. “We can use that transport there.”

      “The cargo lift?” Zakanna asked. “I guess they won’t expect that. I should be able to hold my breath long enough, but it will be difficult.”

      Khar began moving toward the strange transport system. The glob of amber liquid disgorged a stick-like alien, then another pushed a cart full of fruit into the bubble. Khar made his way between strange, pink trees, creeping toward the structure. His sensors detected Zakanna’s faint heat signature, putting her about three meters behind him. It spoke to her training that he didn’t need to tell her to maintain a little distance.

      Khar paused next to the pod as another stick-like alien exited the glob of amber, and then he dove in, feeling the familiar cool liquid envelop him. The goo pushed him toward the center of the bubble, and a moment later, a warm, furry form was pressed against him.

      Zakanna wrapped her arms around his waist, so he put an arm around her shoulders. Whether she needed comfort or hoped to give it was unclear. It didn’t really matter. They could be dead soon, and a warrior stole what moments he could.

      The goo hardened into a thick, rubbery gel, freezing them in place. The glob descended toward the base of the ship, a maze of poorly constructed warrens crisscrossing the hull. Unlike the last time he’d come here, not a single figure moved between the hovels. Not one. Clearly, they could hear the battle raging above.

      Finally, the glob stopped three meters above the ground, forcing them through the liquid, toward the ground. Khar landed in a crouch, and heard Zakanna land a moment later.

      “Head down the road to our left,” he said. “We’ll meet at the intersection.”

      He trotted up the narrow alley, squeezing past refuse receptacles and the occasional vehicle. He led Zakanna down the same route he’d taken when originally fleeing Takkar, pausing at each intersection to give instructions.

      “Tell me about this ka’tok we’re going to meet,” Zakanna said, from somewhere to his right. “The conversation will help us keep track of each other.”

      “His name is Halut,” Khar explained, starting up a narrow passageway that seemed familiar. He remembered the red sign on the building they were passing. “He’s a Whalorian. When I was here last, he helped me reach the docking bay. I stowed away in the cargo hold of a freighter. That’s how I arrived on your world.”

      She was silent for a moment, though he could hear her footsteps. He suspected that was by design.

      “It must have been terrifying, trapped on an enemy world surrounded by unfamiliar things.” Her tone conveyed her sympathy.

      “There were…uncomfortable moments of doubt,” Khar admitted. They turned left onto a wider street, and in the distance Khar could see the bunker, butting up against the wall of the ship itself. “Yet is that not what we are trained to face? It cannot have been any more difficult than holding court. You were surrounded by enemies, every day. You knew they wanted you to fail, yet you persevered. You played the role they wanted you to play, but did it masterfully enough to turn their games back upon them.”

      “Did I?” Zakanna asked bitterly. “They hold Imperalis, and are about to take this dreadnought.”

      “A war is not judged by its first battle,” Khar countered. “Unlike Fizgig, I have suffered defeat. Many times. Each time, I survived. In the end, I played an important role in destroying the Gorthian Eye. This war may appear to be going badly, but until it is over we will keep fighting to turn it in our favor.”

      “Thank you, Khar,” Zakanna replied. “Sometimes it is difficult to keep moving under the weight of our problems, but you remind me that we do not have the luxury of despair.”

      The air around Khar began to ripple and fold, time stretching into infinity as the world warped around him. When the process finally stopped, he peered up at the top of the dreadnought.

      Zakanna confirmed his suspicion. “We’ve returned to Imperalis.”

      “We should hurry. Eventually they’ll find Aluki’s cruiser.”

      They continued in silence after that, finally reaching the bunker. It was just as dilapidated as before, the corrugated metal rusting and dirty. The “door”—a simple hunk of bent metal wedged into the doorway—was closed.

      “Halut,” Khar called through a gap in the doorway. “It is Khar. I have returned, and need your assistance.” He heard shuffling inside, then Halut’s blue-suited head appeared at the gap.

      “Mmm, Khar? I do not understand. We got you off the ship. How did you return? Why?”

      “If you will let my companion and I inside, we can explain,” Khar offered. He checked his power reserves. The belt was down to forty-two percent charge, but his own reserves were much higher. He could recharge both belts if necessary, though it would take time.

      “Of course, of course.” Halut heaved the door from the doorway, moving the metal against the wall with surprising ease.

      Khar followed him inside, deactivating his stealth belt. A moment later Zakanna appeared as well. Halut moved the door back into the frame, then waddled over to join them.

      “What is all the fighting about above, and who is your friend?” Halut asked. He hopped up on the narrow bed, and gestured at his one chair.

      Zakanna sat.

      “This is Zakanna, of the Yog,” Khar explained.

      “Empress Zakanna?” Halut asked, paling under his suit. His big eyes blinked up at Khar.

      “Former empress,” Zakanna corrected. “The Kthul relieved me of both my world and my throne.”

      Halut made a series of hoots that were untranslatable. He laid down on the bed. “You’ve brought the empress herself into my hovel. Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      Khar did. “I am sorry, Halut. If there were not so much at stake, I wouldn’t have come.”

      “I’ll have to flee,” Halut said, hopping down from the bed. “I can’t stay, not now. They’ll be coming for you, and when they arrive they’ll give me to the melters.” He began hastily packing his few belongings into a stained, brown sack. “Please tell me you have some sort of plan.”

      “We do,” Khar explained hastily. “There is a cruiser waiting for us in the docking bay. If we can reach it, that cruiser can cloak, just as you saw us do. We’ll be able to escape down to the planet. You can come with us, Halut.”

      “Well, I suppose it can’t be any worse than here,” he muttered. His narrow shoulders slumped. “I’ve only stayed because I hoped I’d hear word of my wife. I suppose that’s unrealistic.”

      Khar placed a comforting paw on Halut’s back. “Again, my apologies, my friend.”

      “Your sacrifice will be rewarded, Whalorian,” Zakanna said. “And you have my apologies for embroiling you in our conflict. I realize that is not fair. But I must ask: Do you have a way to get us to the cruiser undetected? If we travel through these warrens, we’ll never make it.”

      “Oh, I have just the thing,” Halut said, giving a wide, baleen grin. “You won’t much like the smell, but I can promise we won’t be seen.”
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      Zakanna darted a nervous glance over her shoulder, then one above. Threats could come from any direction—either the lawless slums they walked through or a Ganog patrol sent to find her.

      “Mmm, this way,” Halut said, waddling quickly down an alley. He paused, glancing in both directions before he moved to the wall. He removed a black, metal triangle from his suit and pressed it against the grimy hull.

      Zakanna followed, resisting the urge to flip the switch on the stealth belt Fizgig had so graciously given her. There was little point in it, since they had no way to cloak Halut.

      “Will we be out of sight soon?” Khar rumbled, squatting next to the Whalorian.

      Khar treated the ka’tok with the same honor and respect he reserved for her. She found that…odd. She’d already known his culture had different customs, but this one was the most puzzling. They had no barriers between castes, yet still maintained order somehow.

      “Just a moment.” Halut tapped the metal hull, and a panel slid open. His stubby fingers flew across a keyboard, and a door slid open a few meters to their right. Halut typed one more sequence, then waddled toward the door. “I set it to close in a few moments. Inside, quickly.”

      Khar followed Halut through the doorway, so Zakanna did the same. Her lower nostrils clenched shut involuntarily as the stench hit her in a palpable wave. She stepped inside a dark corridor, suppressing a gag, and hunched her shoulders to prevent her fur from touching the glistening ceiling. The sludge coating the surface appeared to be the source of the terrible stench, which grew immeasurably worse when the door slid shut behind her.

      “This is, quite literally, the worst situation I can imagine,” she choked out, futilely covering her mouth and nose with a hand.

      “Mmm, these are sanitation ducts. All waste flows through here, from every part of the ship. The ducts had to be made large enough for cleaning, so we will be able to follow them directly to the cargo bay,” Halut explained. He began moving cheerfully up the crouched corridor. “Not even techsmiths come here—only ka’tok. Even my people avoid them, because of the smell.”

      Zakanna followed, using the considerable grace she’d learned from Yulo to avoid touching any of the walls. The stench was almost a physical thing, and she longed to flee. But she forced herself to follow Khar, who in turn followed Halut. She didn’t want to appear weak in front of either. Especially Khar.

      They passed through corridor after corridor, each passage emitting the same abhorrent stench.

      Khar looked over his shoulder in her direction. “This is one more example of the things I find puzzling about your military. My people would never allow such a design flaw.”

      “It cannot be that great a flaw,” Zakanna pointed out. “These vessels have served the Ganog for over two dozen millennia—perhaps even longer—and during that time I’ve never heard of these ducts being exploited.”

      “Mmm, do you really believe such things would be recorded?” Halut asked, keeping his tone deferential. “We ka’tok have become very good at avoiding the notice of the leadership caste. There are all sorts of things going on right underneath your feet, but since we are beneath your notice you are unaware of them.”

      Zakanna found the Whalorian’s words troubling, because they contained an alarming amount of sense. She’d never given ka’tok a second thought. She even ignored lower noble families, and certainly ignored techsmiths. How many signs had she missed? How many wayposts that could have warned her about her imminent fall?

      “Perhaps that will work in our favor here,” she said, lamely. What must Khar think of her, and her people?

      They continued in silence, eventually reaching a metal catwalk that passed over a river of sludge. If the stench had been bad before, it was overpowering now. Zakanna’s chest tightened, and spots danced across her vision as they crossed the bridge. She moved mechanically, forcing herself forward. Neither Khar nor Halut seemed to be suffering, and she fiercely envied them.

      On the other side, the stench lessened and became almost bearable as they left it behind them. She paused, sucking in lungfuls of air.

      “What’s that?” Khar asked suddenly.

      Zakanna froze, listening. She heard a faint thrumming roar in the background. “That’s a transport thruster. We must be near the docking bays.”

      They hurried forward with renewed enthusiasm, finally entering a corridor with a metal grating above. Sludge leaked down the walls, apparently dropped from above. At least it was less foul than that in the sewer. She could hear voices now—Saurians calling out to each other in their harsh tongue.

      “Mmm, we are here,” Halut said. “This is the docking bay you wanted. Forgive me, but I will wait here while you ensure the way is safe.”

      Khar nodded, climbing up a row of rungs set into the wall. He reached the grate at the top and peered through.

      Zakanna ascended after him, but couldn’t make out much. “What do you see?” she called softly.

      “The cruiser is there, and a group of Saurians are trying to get inside.” He looked down at her with those slitted eyes, whiskers twitching. “There are six of them, but they do not know we are here. I believe we can surprise them.”

      “I’m ready,” Zakanna said, eager for the coming conflict. “These poor Saurians are about to get all the aggression and frustration I’ve built up today.”

      Khar gave her a feral smile. “I almost pity them.”
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      Khar heaved at the metal grate, bracing his feet against the rungs set into the wall. It groaned, stuck fast from years of accumulated grime. Khar strained harder, ordering his nanochrons to increase his strength. The grate came loose with a pop, a noise which was fortunately covered by the rush of a cruiser landing in the next docking bay.

      He poked his head up, holding the grate above him with both hands. The Saurians were all focused on the ship and seemed unaware of him. He grinned, slowly setting the grate down, and climbed from the sanitation ducts. As he did, he flicked the switch on his stealth belt.

      Zakanna did the same, her heat signature rising behind him.

      “Take the trio on the right,” he whispered, picking up the grate again, “and I’ll go left.”

      “I’ll be swift,” she replied. “You do the same.”

      Khar threw the grate with all his considerable strength. The Saurian’s spine broke with a sharp crack, and the creature collapsed to the deck.

      The other Saurians spun, seeking a source of the attack. Khar circled wide, padding silently behind his enemies. He waited until Zakanna, still stealthed, snapped a Saurian’s neck, then glided forward. Igniting his plasma blade, he rammed it into the closest Saurian and forced it up through the surprised guard’s chest.

      The next Saurian spun, firing a hasty burst from his plasma pistol. The scarlet beam shot into his dying companion, finishing the work Khar’s blade had started. Khar hurled the corpse at the next enemy, his enhanced strength knocking the last Saurian into the wall with enough force to knock him unconscious. Khar glided forward and made certain the Saurian would never rise again.

      He rose in time to see Zakanna finish her second opponent, crushing his nose into his brain with a flat-handed strike.

      “Khar,” Zakanna called urgently.

      He looked toward the wide corridor that led deeper into the dreadnought. Four Ganog elites were charging into the room.

      “I see them,” he called back. “We must eliminate them if we wish to get Halut aboard the vessel.”

      “I will try,” she called, closer now. “One we could do, perhaps two. But four? I do not see how it can be done.”

      “How much energy does your belt have?” Khar asked, attempting to formulate a plan.

      “About 30 percent. Plenty for an extended combat. What do you have in mind?”

      “We stay cloaked, and harry them,” Khar suggested. “Pick up the pistols the Saurians were using. It will take time, but we can bring them down.” It wasn’t a great plan, but it could be effective if they executed it well.

      “All right.”

      One of the pistols drifted into the air. It began to fire, a trio of scarlet pulses that shot into the closest elite. The flesh cooked off his cheek, and the last bolt caught him in the eye. He staggered back with a roar, slapping one hand over the wound as he attempted to find a target.

      Zakanna dropped the pistol, and her heat signature moved quickly away. Khar leapt up the wall, igniting his wrist blade and ramming it into the rusted metal. He planted his feet and waited for one of the Ganog to pass directly underneath his perch.

      Khar dropped onto the unsuspecting Ganog’s back, plunging his blade into the Ganog’s right eye. The Ganog roared and raised a giant arm to swat him away, but Khar extinguished his blade and dove from the Ganog’s shoulder. He rolled silently away, scurrying back into the shadows.

      These sorts of guerrilla tactics would kill the Ganog eventually, but a single mistake would cost him or Zakanna—or both—their lives. The Ganog, on the other hand, could make many mistakes and still survive.

      Khar didn’t like the odds or the game, but saw no other way to get Halut onto the ship.

      Zakanna cried out, her cloak failing as she was flung into a wall by a random kick. She rolled back to her feet and dodged a follow-up kick from the same elite. The other elites moved in her direction now that they had a visible target.

      Khar maneuvered behind them, picking up a rifle that had belonged to one of the dead Saurians. He took careful aim, then shot the one-eyed Ganog in the shoulder. It turned to face him, and Khar gently stroked the trigger. A scarlet pulse caught the Ganog in his remaining eye, blinding him fully. He charged awkwardly in Khar’s direction, roaring as he flailed about with his arms.

      The other three Ganog were still focused on Zakanna, and she was out of room to run. Khar thought furiously, but there was nothing he could do directly.

      He opened a comm channel to the cruiser. “Aluki, if you can hear me, this is Khar. We’re trying to board, and in need of assistance.”

      Aluki’s voice boomed from the loudspeakers. “Mmm, Khar, it is good to hear your voice. I wondered who was attacking the elites, but didn’t want to intervene until I knew who I was dealing with.”

      Two turrets on the underside of the cruiser pivoted to take aim, then unleashed a volley of scarlet death. All three elites were riddled with plasma fire. Each tumbled to the ground, and the scent of burnt fur filled the room. Khar was thankful to be insulated from the unpleasantness.

      “How many people are we extracting?” Aluki asked over the loudspeaker.

      “Myself, Zakanna, and a Whalorian friend named Halut,” Khar said into the comm.

      “Halut?” Aluki’s voice rose a half-octave, booming from the speakers.

      “I’m coming, wife,” Halut called, huffing his way over the last rung. He rolled to his feet, and waddled with impressive speed toward the cruiser’s docking door. By the time he arrived, the door was sliding open, and Aluki rushed out to embrace him.

      “You two know each other?” Khar asked, cocking his head in confusion. It seemed unlikely that the only two Whalorians he’d ever met knew each other—though he supposed stranger things had happened.

      “I don’t even care about the stench.” Aluki seized Halut in a fierce hug, crying and giving quick, little hoots of joy. “I’d given up hope of finding you. How did you get here?”

      “Mmm, Khar stumbled through my hovel and I helped him escape to the surface,” Halut explained, hugging Aluki just as fiercely. “Then he brought the empress. That’s who we’re saving.”

      Aluki disengaged from Halut, blinking up at Zakanna’s muck-spattered form. “Mmm, well, let’s be on our way before more Ganog show up. Once we’re safe, you can tell me the whole story of your escape. Khar, I owe you a life debt for reuniting me with my husband. I will never forget this.”
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      Khar leaned against the door, staring out the viewport at the rapidly growing world below. The sun illuminated the rich purple on the daylight side of the planet. The mighty city of Imperalis was invisible from orbit.

      “The last time I made the trip,” he rumbled, “if you’d told me that I’d not only be returning, but that circumstances would be even more dire…I’d have named you a liar.”

      Zakanna sighed. “I’m happy to be returning, though I wish circumstances were better.” She pressed her face against the port. Her fur was still spattered from the sanitation ducts. “I should be grateful to be alive, but I’m just so frustrated. I have no idea how we’re going to secure the beacon. Our armies are gone. Our fleets have scattered.”

      “This mission was never going to be about armies,” Khar said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “It hinges on the success of a small team—and whatever we’ve lost, we still possess that.”

      She stared up at him with those wide eyes.

      Aluki’s voice over the loudspeaker ended the moment. “Mmm, come up to the cockpit, please. We are about to reach atmosphere.”

      Khar watched for a moment longer as the ship zoomed past the edge of the ring of ice and rock orbiting the planet.

      “I suppose we’d better go,” Zakanna said. She strode up the corridor leading from the cargo bay to the bridge—if it could be called that. It was a small cockpit, just big enough for the pilot and copilot. Behind that was a room with a table in the center. Benches lined the walls, allowing up to eight people to gather.

      Aluki and Halut were already seated, holding hands under the table. It was nauseatingly cute; were Fizgig here, she would retch at the sight of it.

      And if she didn’t, the lingering stench from the sanitation ducts would certainly have the same effect.

      Zakanna slid onto a bench, and Khar dropped down next to her. Aluki leaned up, peering over the table at them. “You are the empress of the mighty Ganog Imperium. Mmm, you have a plan to deal with our current situation?”

      A ripple of scarlet—the first Khar had ever seen—passed briefly through Zakanna’s fur. She glared hard at Aluki. “Do not speak to me that way, ka’tok. Or you will very quickly come to regret it.”

      “Do not call her that,” Halut growled, rising to his feet atop the bench. “You have no idea who she is, you ignorant fool.”

      “Halut,” Aluki snapped, eyeing him sternly. “Mmm, now is not the time.”

      “Now is exactly the time,” he countered, eyeing her back just as sternly. He planted tiny hands on his wide hips.

      Khar started to laugh, a deep booming, freeing laugh. They were all looking at him now. “Our peoples stand at the brink of eradication. We are hopelessly outmatched. We have little chance of success. Yet you are concerned about how we address each other?” He shook his head, still chuckling. “Do we not all seek the same goal? Can we not set aside this petty bickering?”

      “You are right.” Aluki gave a surprisingly graceful bow. “Apologies for any offense myself or my husband offered, Empress. My question was genuine. Did you have a plan to approach the world? A destination? Right now we are safely cloaked and orbiting, so there is time to decide, I think.”

      “What did you mean?” Zakanna demanded, directing the question at Halut. “Who is she?”

      “She is one of our most renowned lore keepers. Mmm, while you Ganog have been busy beating yourselves senseless, we have quietly learned all there is to know about your history. Aluki knows more of your ancestors than you do,” Halut taunted. Aluki glared at him, and he moderated his tone. “You believe yourselves so superior, but for seventeen centuries my people have maintained a government right under your nostrils.”

      Khar’s attention was drawn briefly to the viewport. They were passing directly over the capital; its ivory towers reached for the sky. He magnified his vision and the city leapt into sharper focus. Three blue giants, each surrounded by planetstrider mounds, stood in a rough triangle around the city. Countless ranks of Judicators were arrayed at their feet.

      Zakanna stared too, horror and disgust blooming on her face. He couldn’t imagine what it was like for her, returning to find her home occupied by enemies.

      “I…” She brushed the port with her fingers, face anguished.

      Khar recognized the weight of the revelation. He’d undergone the same the first time he’d challenged Fizgig. He’d believed himself the best, and she’d rudely disabused him of the notion. His whole world had shattered, and he’d had to build a new understanding from the pieces.

      “I’ve been so blind,” she said. “To everything. Not just Utfa, but…the Whalorians maintained a government? How?”

      Aluki gave a wide grin. “Mmm, we are invisible. Your leadership caste cannot even read. You’ve had an oral education, but I can simply pick up a chip reader, or even a scroll. The mystical skill your seekers practice—and some of your techsmiths—is something all of my people are taught from birth. We’ve slowly built a massive data repository, and that is copied as often as possible. It contains not just our history, but everything we’ve learned of you, the Saurians, and every other race we’ve encountered.”

      “When you ask if I have a plan, you already know that I do not.” Zakanna’s shoulders slumped, and her fur faded to a wistful blue. She looked up suddenly. “But you do. Don’t you?”

      “Of course she does,” Halut muttered under his breath.

      Khar fixed him with a baleful eye, casually licking his chops, and Halut scooted back in his seat.

      “From our limited understanding of the beginnings of your empire,” Aluki explained, “the Ganog were never literate. Initially, the seekers were your scholar caste. They carried your knowledge. However, they also directly served the Nameless Ones. Mmm, when Nyar led your people against the Nameless Ones, most of the seekers were put to death. Their libraries were destroyed—full planetary bombardment in some cases.”

      “This is fascinating,” Khar said, “but what does it have to do with a plan?” He had no patience for this kind of prattling; he’d dealt with enough of it from Tigris scientists, like Lena.

      “Mmm, I’m getting there,” Aluki chastised. “Please be patient.”

      Khar nodded apologetically.

      “The ancient seeker library was in the lava fields south of the Royal Spire. There’s a reason that area is now a lava field—the seekers gathered there to discuss a final defense, and were eradicated by Yog. Not ‘the’ Yog, interestingly. Yog, the singular word.”

      “You think this library is still there?” Zakanna asked.

      “It could be—and if it is, who knows what it might contain?” Aluki smiled again. “We could learn about the Void Wraith, or about the defenses of the Royal Spire. It is a place to start, to learn more than we currently do.”

      “It’s the beginnings of a plan,” Zakanna admitted, “and certainly more than I can offer. Thank you, Aluki. I apologize for denigrating you and your people.”

      “Mmm, we are both products of our upbringing,” Aluki said. “The fact that you are willing to change your opinions bodes well for your future as a ruler.” She hopped down from the bench and waddled to Zakanna, patting her knee. “If we survive this, perhaps you will be the one to build your people into something greater than they are now.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Spit in Death's Eye

          

        

      

    

    
      Fizgig stared upward through the top of the vessel, directly into space. It was a magnificent feat of technology, giving the appearance that they were floating through space with no ship. Above, a new star had appeared, and the vessel somehow polarized the light so she didn’t have to squint.

      A single world orbited that star, and it grew increasingly larger as they approached. Two rings of ice and rock floated around a purple world, painting a beautiful tapestry. She appreciated the beauty, even as she dreaded what would happen upon their arrival.

      “Do you think there was any way to avoid our sacrifice?” Takkar asked, raising his head listlessly. He’d planted his back against a pillar, and both hands were wrapped around the haft of the axe their captors had allowed him to keep.

      They’d left Fizgig’s stealth belt and plasma blade as well, almost as if daring them to escape. She’d considered doing exactly that, but with Aluki’s cruiser gone there’d be no easy way off the dreadnought.

      “You know there wasn’t,” she replied, tail slashing an angry arc behind her. “Do not sink into self-pity, Ganog. We did what we must to preserve our respective peoples. T’kon escaped. And, judging by the activity below, they’ve not caught Khar either. Goddess willing, he’s already left this vessel.”

      “Do not provoke me, little Tigris,” Takkar said, catching her gaze. His fur darkened, but only slightly. There wasn’t much heat to his words.

      “You’ve given up. You’ve accepted that you are already dead.” Fizgig said as she rose to her feet and stalked over to Takkar, ignoring the pain in her leg.

      “You do not understand the magnitude of what we face. Azatok has been the champion of the Royal Games six out of the last seven times.” Takkar rose to his feet as well, setting the blade of his axe atop a furry shoulder. “The only year he lost was to Krekon, and that was an upset. Krekon lost the very next year, and never fought in the games again.”

      “So you fear this warrior?” Fizgig asked. “Understandable, I suppose. You’ve no chance of besting him?”

      “None,” Takkar admitted. “During my youth I was a canny fighter, and gained admittance to the games seven times. I won once, but only by chance. I was skilled, but never the best. And that was a great many years ago.”

      “Then what will you do?” Fizgig asked. She knew her own answer, but Takkar must decide for himself. This was his battle, his final test, from the sound of it.

      “I will battle to the best of my ability. During the fight I will seek to wound him, as badly as I can. I want him to remember me every time he takes a step, or bends to don his armor.” Takkar’s fur darkened to a deep scarlet. “I want him to remember me with respect.”

      “Then do exactly that,” Fizgig offered. “No more talk of ‘could we have acted differently.’ We took the bold course, and now we pay a bold price. Pay it gladly. If I survive, I will carry the tale to your people. If I do not, then make your enemy do it for you. Make this Azatok respect you enough that he tells the tale of your death.”

      “I hate you, you know,” Takkar said, inspecting the blade of his axe. “Before you, I was the foremost fleet leader in the Imperium. My star never stopped rising. I won every battle.”

      “It made you complacent,” Fizgig said, grooming an errant patch of fur on her shoulder. “You believed yourself better than others. You rested on past victories, content that there was no one powerful enough to best you.”

      “Yes,” Takkar admitted. “I was arrogant, and you proved it. I thought your species weak, and your tactics foolish. I charged into your trap, and I paid the price.”

      “There is always someone better, Takkar,” Fizgig said, looking up at him. “Always. Khar was arrogant when I first met him. I taught him this critical lesson, making him a better warrior. Nolan, on the other hand, had received little combat training when we met. He had no such pride, or illusions that he was skilled. Even now he underestimates his own abilities, and that humility serves him well. He never stops learning.”

      “Nolan, the human who bested Krekon?” Takkar asked.

      She nodded. “Krekon, like you, probably assumed Nolan was no threat. And, had he fought intelligently, perhaps Nolan wouldn’t have been. I reviewed the combat footage. There were two moments where Krekon could have ended the fight, but chose not to. That allowed Nolan to surprise him—a fatal mistake.”

      “One I hope Azatok makes,” Takkar said, sighing. “We have arrived at Imperalis. He will send for us tonight.”

      “Let him,” Fizgig said, hackles raising. “So long as we draw breath, we are a threat. Make him underestimate you, and then go for the throat.”
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      Takkar rolled his shoulder, wincing at the stiffness. Azatok had allowed them a single night to rest, then summoned him to the arena. Takkar had come willingly, ready for an end to this.

      He stooped to pick up a handful of dirt from the arena floor, rubbing it across both palms. It would firm his grip on the axe—and besides, the ritual calmed him.

      He’d settled firmly into the haak. He knew he was going to die facing Azatok, but he didn’t care about that. His nervous tension came from wondering about the manner of his death. Would he be able to injure the mighty champion, to capitalize on Azatok’s arrogance as Fizgig had capitalized on his own?

      A smattering of jeers came from the pleasure platforms above. Takkar had expected that, from the Kthul at least. He’d even have expected it from the Azi, as they had reason enough to hate him. But the Yog were normally too proper, and the Vkash had lauded him as a hero their whole lives. To see those two clans adding to the derision? It was maddening, as if the fabric that held the Imperium together was at last unravelling.

      Much to his surprise, Takkar spotted Fizgig sitting like an Adept atop a simple transport disk. Azatok must want her to witness Takkar’s death. The brute enjoyed all forms of torment, so perhaps Takkar should not be surprised.

      After Takkar fell, Fizgig would likely die soon after—as soon as Azatok bored of tormenting her.

      “Azatok!” Takkar roared, spinning slowly in place as he hefted his axe. His voice echoed, stilling the whispers above. “Great champion of the arena. Come and face me.”

      A single disk whirred into view, pausing next to the edge of the arena. Azatok hopped off, armed with nothing but a pair of daggers. Takkar’s eyes narrowed at the insult. It stoked the fires within him, and he allowed a deep, smug orange to enter his fur.

      Azatok blinked at that, clearly surprised. He’d no doubt sought to infuriate Takkar, which was an expected tactic. Takkar was known for his temper. Yet Fizgig’s words still rang in Takkar’s ears. Death would claim him this day; nothing could change that. But at the end, could he rise above himself and become greater?

      “You forgot your axe.” Takkar spat in the dirt at Azatok’s feet. “I will let you go back and fetch it.”

      Azatok’s fur reddened, and his eyes narrowed. He rested his hands on the hilts of his daggers. “We both know I don’t need an axe to kill you, Takkar. When you are dead I will leave your body here to rot, and I will claim your axe—but not to use. No. I will have it melted down, and all mention of your name stricken from the whispers. It will be as if you never existed.”

      “Will it?” Takkar asked calmly, as if such a thing were of no concern. He slowly twirled his axe. “Perhaps you’ll kill me today. Perhaps not. Either way, you cannot erase my victories, Azatok. You cannot erase the fact that my clan bested yours, under my command. You cannot change the fact that I have captured more worlds than any in a generation, and that even after my losses to the Coalition my battle record still rings truer than your own.”

      Azatok growled, exposing his teeth as he stalked closer. His fur changed to midnight—the blackest rage. He twirled his daggers, beginning the breathing. Takkar began his breathing as well, slowly circling opposite Azatok.

      Each combatant grew in size, every breath adding to their height. They continued for many heartbeats, until both topped ten meters. They maintained their relative heights, with Azatok being a meter shorter. Takkar had a slightly longer reach, normally. Using daggers added to that, increasing Takkar’s advantage.

      Takkar used that advantage, striking at Azatok the instant he’d finished his breathing. Takkar sprinted toward his opponent, his axe humming through the air as he lashed out at Azatok’s knee. As expected, Azatok vaulted the weapon. Takkar released the haft with his right hand, completing the swing with his left. He balled his right hand into a fist, using the momentum of the swing to slam it into Azatok’s face.

      The Kthul’s nose split; blood spurted into the air. The crack of his head snapping back echoed through the arena, triggering a deep oooh from the crowd.

      Takkar danced backward, keeping his weapon between them, and grinned at his opponent. His fur remained a smug, infuriating orange.

      “You’re faster than I expected, old man,” Azatok spit out. His eyes narrowed, and swirls of red swept through the black. “I’d planned to toy with you, but I think you need to learn humility before I end your life.”

      He leapt at Takkar, his arms windmilling. The first dagger struck, and Takkar knocked it aside with his axe. The second dagger flashed down, slipping into Takkar’s thick neck just over the armor.

      Takkar roared in agony as the blade pierced his flesh. He dropped his axe and seized Azatok by the shoulders. Then he lunged, slamming his forehead into Azatok’s face. Once, twice, a third time.

      Azatok bellowed in pain, then delivered a head butt of his own. The blow sent Takkar staggering back; he released Azatok and raised a hand briefly to the wound at his neck. Thick, black blood rushed out. The fight would be over soon.

      Takkar studied Azatok. His nose had been shattered, and his left eye was already beginning to swell. Neither was a critical wound, but that could work to Takkar’s favor. Azatok might think the fight was already over. Takkar sprinted forward, roaring as he leapt into the air over Azatok.

      Azatok couldn’t ignore the obvious opportunity; he rammed a dagger into Takkar’s gut. His other dagger flashed out, aimed at Takkar’s eye. Takkar ducked to the side, and the blade traced a path of pain along his cheek.

      Takkar seized Azatok’s wrist, wrenching with all his might. Bone cracked as they landed, and Azatok bellowed a second time. He ripped the dagger from Takkar’s gut with a sickening pop. Takkar sucked in a pained breath, but twisted the already broken wrist further out of alignment.

      Azatok roared, then rammed his dagger into Takkar’s eye. Takkar went limp, and he was dimly aware of toppling onto his back. He stared up at the sky with his one good eye. Pieces were missing from his mind. Everything was disjointed.

      Azatok glared down, cradling his hideously broken wrist. Takkar saw the bone jutting through the skin, and was pleased. His gaze slid away from Azatok, to the crowd above. He found Fizgig, met her gaze.

      She nodded respectfully.

      Takkar nodded back, then sighed his final breath.
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      Utfa stepped from the shadows shrouding the docking port and nodded at the approaching cloaked figure. Vessels hummed all around them, disgorging important fleet leaders and their retinues. No one else was allowed this high on the spire—technically, not even a seeker.

      Utfa went where he pleased. He ruled this world, in the name of his masters.

      “I do not appreciate being summoned like a ka’tok,” Azatok snarled, clenching a massive fist as he stalked up to Utfa. The other was wrapped in a dark, black medicast. “I am reigning champion of the Royal Games, and the fleet leader who delivered both the Yog and the Vkash into your hands.”

      “You delivered some of them,” Utfa said, shaking his head, schooling his expression to disappointment. “As I understand, T’kon seized back his vessel and led three other dreadnoughts to safety. Fully a third of the enemy fleet lives—out there, somewhere. They’ve purged our spies, or we’d have their location by now.”

      “Is that what you’re worried about? The tattered remains of a broken fleet? Sooner or later, one of our spies will reveal their location, and we will destroy them. They are no threat.” Azatok’s laugh boomed around them. “You have the heart of an old woman, Utfa. Are you so far removed from your days as a warrior?

      Utfa reached up, slowly removing his cowl.

      Azatok flinched at the sight of Utfa’s furless head. This was a common reaction; the Nameless Ones were slowly remaking his body in their image. It didn’t bother Utfa—in fact, he reveled in the horror he saw on Azatok’s face.

      “Yes, you see now. Don’t you? I have been touched directly by the Nameless Ones, Azatok. I am their instrument, the emissary of their will. I believe that you sometimes forget about our masters, that you dismiss our faith as some sort of empty religion, like the ka’tok believe. A story we tell ourselves, but not one that we will witness in our lifetimes. Tell me, Azatok—is your faith in need of…ministration?”

      Azatok dropped his gaze. “No, emissary. What is their dark will?”

      Another cruiser hummed by overhead, disgorging passengers onto the ring so they could enter the spire. There weren’t nearly as many as they’d find below, but it was still too many for Utfa’s liking. He didn’t want his words overheard, but sometimes a loud, crowded place was the best place to convey secrets.

      “The empress lives,” Utfa growled, narrowing his eyes. He leaned closer to Azatok. “I suspect she has gone to ground somewhere on this world, attempting to take back her spire. You will find her, Azatok, or you will find that your past glories offer little protection from the gaze of our shared masters.”

      “What you ask…I am not certain it can be accomplished,” Azatok said, still avoiding Utfa’s gaze. He licked his lips. “This world is massive. Unless she does something to reveal her presence, she could live out her entire life and we might never find her. I do not wish to disappoint the Nameless Ones, but I do not know how to do what you are asking.”

      “You will begin by taking your face out of a tak horn, and focusing on the war. I hear many reports that all you do is feast and watch spire fights—stories that have elements of truth, if your injury is any indication. You allowed Takkar to wound you.” Utfa’s tone carried his displeasure, and Azatok winced. “You may seek your pleasures, but only after tending to the needs of our masters. Be vigilant, Azatok. I warn you—the Nameless Ones are not forgiving.”

      Azatok nodded, his fur ashen. Utfa waved the champion away and, smiling, watched as he scurried back into the spire.
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      Nolan walked his mech down the Demetrius’s ramp, pausing to survey his surroundings. Ruined buildings lined what had once been a broad thoroughfare. Most had been spires, but judging from the debris, Nolan assumed that they’d toppled over time. The place reminded him a good deal of Ganog 7, though it lacked the ever-present rust storms.

      Instead, large trees grew among the remains of the buildings, turning them into a sort of forest. Many of the trees rose hundreds of feet into the air, easily obscuring the squad’s position from anything short of full orbital scanning.

      Not that such a scan would turn up anything, either. Nolan’s mech was running the new stealth drive he’d picked up during the refit. It worked exactly the same way his stealth belt did, bending light around the mech. It wasn’t perfect, but it would fool most enemy sensors, and almost all visual.

      Sound, however, was another matter. Each lumbering step thudded down the ramp, until Nolan finally stood on the cracked stones that marked where the road had once been. He pivoted, facing his mech toward the ramp.

      “Move, people,” Hannan barked over the comm.

      Annie started down in her linebacker class, with Nuchik following up in the new scout class they’d been given. It was considerably lighter than a linebacker, and lacked the boosters of a full aerial mech. It was small, sleek, and much faster than a larger mech.

      “I can’t wait to test this thing out,” Nuchik purred. It was unsettling, coming from the usually stoic sniper. “Permission to range ahead, sir?”

      Nolan glanced up the ramp again. Both Kokar and Hruk had shifted to great form, and were following Hannan down the ramp. “Go ahead, Nuchik. Get up high and let us know if you spot movement. Remember, they might be friendlies.”

      “I can tell the difference between friend and foe,” Nuchik chided.

      “No, you can’t,” Hannan snapped over the comm. “Don’t think we’ve forgotten Sissus. Keep it in your damned pants until the Captain gives the word, Private.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nuchik said, with an edge of laughter in her voice.

      “Ya’ll best shut up and pay attention,” Annie groused. “Maybe you ain’t been keeping score but right now it’s crazy, bad guys one, us zip.” Her mech fanned out to the left, while Hannan took the right.

      Nolan waited for them to proceed up the road a bit, then urged his mech into a trot, kicking up puffs of dust with every step as he followed them. “Kokar,” he asked, “why was this city abandoned? Looks like it could be prime real estate.”

      Kokar trotted a few meters behind Nolan, with Hruk just behind him. The trees swayed around them, purple leaves wriggling like fingers.

      “It is a holy place,” Kokar said. “Hruk could tell you more. He practices the old ways, and knows our oldest tales.”

      “You are the first non-Ganog to come here in many centuries, Captain Nolan,” Hruk called. He leaned heavily on the longest spear Nolan had ever seen, a heavy pistol cradled in his other hand. “This is the city of Defiant, built by Nyar himself. It marks the place where he chose to make his stand, to fight back against the Nameless Ones. It was here that he met the terrible wyrm in battle, slaying the creature in single combat. The deed cost him his life, and his followers erected a tomb at the precise location where he’d felled the beast.”

      “It is because of this significance,” Kokar interjected, “that survivors will gather here. There are warrens under the city, and the trees themselves screen the place quite effectively. Our people can survive here indefinitely. If we hope to restore some sort of government, it will be done here.”

      “Captain?” Nuchik whispered over a private channel.

      “What’s up, Private?” Nolan asked

      “You’re going to want to see this.”

      A video request popped up on Nolan’s screen and he tapped accept.

      “Holy crap,” Nolan breathed. He studied the image, pinching out to enlarge the hologram. “That’s an Omega, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty sure, sir.”

      The image showed an Omega almost identical to the three that had so thoroughly trashed the Nyar defenders. It was overgrown with trees; its metal was tarnished and dull. A towering redwood grew from the knee joint, made tiny next to the Omega.

      But that was an Omega.

      “Kokar, Nuchik spotted something interesting a couple blocks from our current position. Is there anything you wanted to tell me? Like, say, that your clan has an Omega stashed away?”

      Kokar turned to face Nolan’s mech, his fur softening to yellow-brown. “I did not think to mention it. The Omega you speak of is the tomb of Nyar. His spirt lies within the guardian—or so the legend says.”

      “It is no legend,” Hruk insisted. All four nostrils flared as he sucked in air. His eyes were tight with pain, but Nolan noted that the older Ganog hadn’t complained about their pace. “Nyar did battle here, killing his opponent. Yet his own mighty planetstrider was badly injured during the confrontation. The leader died, and his vehicle died with him.”

      Nolan blinked. “You never thought to see if you could fix it?” He guided his mech into a full run, the heat in the cockpit spiking as the fusion reactor hummed to life.

      “You must understand, Captain,” Kokar explained. “We revere Nyar, almost as a god. He freed us from bondage to the Nameless Ones. His resting place is holy, and would never be disturbed. And even were it allowed, how would we attempt such a feat? Perhaps the techsmiths could repair it, but I seriously doubt it.”

      “Maybe they can’t, but it’s possible we could,” Nolan pointed out. “Nuchik, any sign of trouble in the area?”

      “Nothing yet, sir. Area’s clean. No sign of anyone, friend or foe.”

      “That’s because you’re looking in the wrong direction,” Annie drawled. “Look up, people.”

      Nolan called up an aerial feed, and felt his heart sinking. Half a dozen large, black shapes had appeared in the sky.

      Ganog dreadnoughts. Now that they controlled the space around the world, the Kthul fleet had turned their attention to Nyar itself.

      “They will invade in earnest now,” Kokar rumbled. “They’ll send their elites to take slaves, and to claim tribute. It might be wise to return to the ship.”
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      Nuchik slammed back into the command couch as her mech shot into the air. Not in the way she would in a booster mech, but just due to the inertia from the mech’s powerful legs. She seized the crumbling edge of a broken spire, pulling her mech atop the eroded metal.

      She hadn’t engaged the cloak yet; that kind of power draw would cook the inside of her cockpit. It wasn’t really needed—not yet, anyway. She was perched just below the tree line, which obscured her from anyone not directly below or above, as well as affording her an excellent view of the spire where the fighting was still taking place.

      The Omegas had stopped stomping on the Ganog, and had returned to a rough triangle outside the city. There was a bright flash, then one disappeared.

      “Captain, looks like the Omegas are warping out.”

      “Noted. Thanks, Private. I’m guessing they consider the planet pacified, and are relying on conventional forces to finish the job.” The captain did that a lot—musing out loud—and it was something she’d never grow used to in an officer. Her former commanding officer, Major Reval, had played his cards close to the vest, never telling the men anything he didn’t have to. He’d expected his men to follow him blindly, trusting that he was right. And she had trusted him.

      She still trusted him, even now that he was gone.

      “Sir, there’s a cloud of cruisers and destroyers entering the upper atmosphere. Looks like those dreadnoughts have gotten closer as well.” Nuchik appended her video feed so the captain could see the sky above her. “Looks like we weren’t the only ones to notice. There are a good three dozen ships taking off from the spire. Almost all of them are heading toward your position.”

      “That is expected,” Kokar broke in.

      It bothered Nuchik that the captain had given out the comm frequency, but she supposed he needed to give the Ganog at least that much trust.

      “The Nyar survivors are going to ground,” he continued, “just as we are. They know that their best chance of survival lies within those woods.”

      Nuchik punched up the magnification. “Sir, they’re getting hit hard from above. A lot of those smaller cruisers aren’t built for that kind of punishment.”

      As if on cue, the cruiser she’d been watching burst into flames, engines going critical a moment later. It exploded in a giant fireball, streamers of flaming debris littering the ground beneath.

      “We’re not going to be able to protect them all,” the captain said. “Kokar, if you had to save just one ship, which would it be?”

      The comm was quiet for several moments, until Kokar finally spoke. “The cruiser with the red planetstrider emblazoned on the side. I’ve tagged it. It belongs to Bruth, one of my father’s fiercest warriors and strongest supporters. If we can get her out alive, she will be able to rally many of the others.”

      “Then let’s do it. Hannan, Annie, move into cover near the edge of the forest.”

      A ping showed up on Nuchik’s mini-map, indicating where the captain wanted them to go.

      “Nuchik, circle wide and start picking off anyone who takes an interest in our shuttle. Kokar—you, Hruk, and I will rush their position and try to assist.”

      Nuchik stopped listening. She had her orders. She pushed the stirrups, guiding the mech into motion. It slipped soundlessly from its perch, landing at the base of the spire with a heavy crunch. Nuchik moved to a sprint, darting around thick trees as she guided the mech into the forest.

      The ship would enter the canopy about a half-click away. She needed to find a spot where she could pick off anyone who followed the same vector into the forest.

      She finally found a mass of tree trunks that had grown together, where the wood was thick enough to support the enormous weight of her mech. She climbed atop the trunks, laying her mech flat against the tree to minimize her profile. The only thing visible to the enemy was the heavy Theta cannon the mech was equipped with. Even then, only the barrel and scope could be seen; the stock was tucked back under her mech’s shoulder.

      A cruiser roared into view, flames pouring from rents in the the aft side of the vessel. It tilted drunkenly, the result of engines producing uneven thrust. The pilot was good, expertly dodging a mass of trees—but there was simply nowhere to go. The vessel slammed into the side of a spire wall, the corroded metal giving way to the tremendous momentum.

      The ship crashed to the ground, severely damaged. Nuchik zoomed in, scanning until she found an access port. Figures were already climbing out, and a black-armored Ganog helped the others out of the hatch.

      “Captain, their vessel went down, but there are definitely survivors.” Nuchik swiveled her sights, scanning the forest where the vessel had entered.

      Sure enough, three cruisers entered the tree line. Instead of the black paint job the Nyar preferred, these vessels were a deep, unwholesome green.

      “We’ve got serious enemy reinforcements inbound. Three bogeys approaching from nine o’clock, and they’re dumping apes all around the crash site. If you don’t get there quickly, there’s not going to be anybody to rescue.”

      “Acknowledged. Nuchik, start picking off targets, but fall back if they respond. Hannan, Annie, see if you can get into sniper positions as well. Use every missile you’ve got. Kokar, unless you’ve got a ranged weapon, hang back with Hruk.” The captain’s orders came clear and easy. “Yulo, are you monitoring?”

      “Yes, Captain. How can I help you?”

      “I’m going to try to convince Burke to do an aerial extraction. If he agrees, I’m relying on you to get the Nyar leadership aboard safely.”

      “Of course, Captain. I will offer them whatever aid I can.”

      Nuchik stopped paying attention again, sighting down the barrel. She waited until a Ganog’s back filled her crosshairs, then stroked the trigger. Its chest exploded, and the corpse dropped to the ground before it even knew it was dead.

      She fired again. Aim. Fire. Aim. Fire. There was a moment when she worried the Ganog might rush her position, then the captain led a charge from between two buildings.

      He feathered his mech’s boosters, shooting over the hail of plasma fire coming from the Ganog position. A swarm of piranha missiles erupted from his mech, breaking into many smaller swarms as they approached the Ganog. A flurry of detonations painted Nuchik’s screen temporarily white, then faded to show gaps in the Ganog line. At least a third of their front rank had died.

      Hannan and Annie popped out from the cover, using the trees to screen them as they picked off targets with their particle cannons. Occasionally, one of the mechs would belch a small volley of missiles, usually ending in the death of multiple elites.

      Then Nolan’s mech pierced the Ganog line. He was surrounded by elites, several of whom made the mistake of turning their backs.

      Nuchik smiled, then began firing again. Aim. Fire. Kill. Aim. Fire. Kill.
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      Nolan knocked away a vibro-axe, lunging with his mech’s plasma blade. The glowing weapon pierced the Ganog’s throat, and a quick knee to the groin lifted it into the air. Nolan seized the elite with both hands, dragging it into line between himself and the next pair of Ganog.

      He hurled the dying elite at its companions, then brought his particle cannon to bear. He melted off the first Ganog’s leg at the knee, then took a step back to aim at the second. It leapt the body of its companion, bringing a heavy chopping sword down at Nolan.

      Nolan managed to block the blow with his plasma blade, but the force threw his mech to the ground in a spray of sparks. He rolled to his feet, looking around for his particle cannon. It was behind his opponent, and several more Ganog were already charging in his direction.

      “Die, human!” the Ganog roared, charging again. It was nearly upon him when its head exploded. Nolan knocked the corpse aside, sprinting forward to snatch up his cannon.

      “Great shot, Nuchik.” He thumbed the fire button, his particle cannon coring an elite through the chest.

      “Thank you, sir.” Nolan could hear the smile in her voice.

      A thick, black cruiser forced its way through the trees, branches snapping and raining leaves down on the combat. A pair of turrets spun in Nolan’s direction, and pulses of scarlet energy stitched a line toward him.

      He feathered the thrusters, hopping back several meters, managing to dodge most of the pulses. But some cratered the armor on his right side, and chunks of superheated tritainium were flung across the jungle around him. Nolan turned and ran, juking through trees. The barrage continued.

      “Burke,” Nolan gasped, as he pounded around another tree. The temperature spiked in the cockpit, boiling away the sweat. “If you’re coming, you’d better do it soon. Our position is collapsing.”

      He spun around the corner of a ruined building, skidding to a halt, and extended his particle cannon through what had once been a window. Taking a moment to aim at the lead Ganog, he fired a shot that took it through the eye. The Ganog slumped to the ground.

      The closest enemy cruiser had slowed, unable to pierce the dense canopy where Nolan had run—not that that bought him much time. He counted at least a dozen elites heading his way.

      “Hannan, how is the package looking?”

      “Your rush worked, sir. We’re picking off the hostiles approaching the downed cruiser, and the Nyar are holding their own…for now at least. Looks like three more of those cruisers are coming, and one of them is the heavy kind. We need to bug out fast, sir.” Her voice was tight, but she betrayed no other sign of the immense stress an officer always felt in combat.

      “Noted.” Nolan leaned around the corner, just long enough to fire a small volley of missiles. The detonations caught three Ganog, all in a line. The closest was only forty meters away, and Nolan was forced to duck back into cover to avoid the explosion.

      Burke’s best command voice barked over the comm. “Captain Nolan, this is Major Burke. Demetrius is inbound, nineteen seconds. Sitrep.”

      It still amazed Nolan how much Burke had changed since Ganog 7.

      “We’ve got at least thirty hostiles at the crash site, and three vessels incoming. There are half a dozen or more three minutes out. They know we’re here now, and are doing their damnedest to make sure we can’t leave.” Nolan turned his mech, sprinting into the foliage.

      Trees exploded around him as the Ganog fired a barrage of plasma in his direction. He took hits to the rear armor on his booster, but the booster itself still registered as functional.

      “Sit tight. Help is on the way.” Burke’s words were punctuated by a familiar sound: the whine of Theta cannons. A volley of super-bright synthetic stars shot by overhead, punching into the Ganog cruisers. Three of the lighter ones simply detonated, and one of the heavy cruisers took a hard hit to the aft engine. “Alpha Company has been deployed.”

      Nolan spotted mechs moving through the treeline, each firing their particle cannons. The blue beams cut down the Ganog around the crash site, and the defenders used the distraction to rally. A massive female in black armor brought her axe down on the back of an attacking Kthul, then shot another Kthul in the face with a plasma pistol.

      An answering volley came from the surviving Kthul cruisers, which ignored the Demetrius. Instead, they focused on Alpha Company. Nolan saw at least two mechs caught in a barrage of scarlet pulses. The one on the right detonated spectacularly, the explosion dooming its neighbor as well.

      “They’re trying to keep us from the crash site long enough to land more kill teams,” Nolan cautioned over the comm. He opened up his external mic, setting the volume to max. “Ganog defenders, this is Captain Nolan of the Coalition. Your position is compromised. Leave your ship immediately, and fall back to the southeast. Our men will screen your position.”

      Nolan knew that giving that order undercut Burke’s authority, but Burke wasn’t close enough to communicate directly with the Nyar defenders. Nolan was. He charged in their direction, firing a hipshot that caught a Kthul in the arm. Nolan juked right, barely dodging the return fire from the Kthul’s companions.

      “Nolan speaks true,” Kokar’s voice boomed through the forest. “We leave now, or not at all. Come, make for the safety of the human battleship.” Kokar paused only long enough to see that his people were following, then plunged into the trees.

      Most of the Ganog followed, though Nolan noted that the massive female was the last to do so.

      “All right, people,” Nolan said, keying the squad-only frequency. “Let’s fall back to the Demetrius. Do what you can to keep the Nyar alive.”

      Nolan sprinted into the forest, making for the battleship that was descending into a clearing in the distance. Its guns were chewing up any Kthul who got close, but things were going poorly for Alpha Company. Nolan counted at least four smoking wrecks, and one mech had lost a leg. It was pulling itself along the ground, trying to make it back to the docking bay.

      Nolan guided his mech into a run, pausing next to the damaged mech. He heaved it over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, aware of his own mech’s hydraulics straining at the weight, then ran toward the Demetrius.

      He sprinted up the ramp and into the hangar bay as explosions lit the forest behind him and the last few surviving mechs staggered inside.
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      Khar watched over Aluki’s shoulder as she guided the cloaked cruiser over the magma field. Lava geysered into the air, forcing her to change course. She wove around the pillar of superheated rock, which reminded Khar of the tendrils around a sun’s corona.

      “There,” Halut said, pointing to the west. “There’s a building there, under the crust. It looks like the tip of a broken spire.”

      Khar peered at the area Halut had indicated, spotting a bit of white. The top of a spire had broken off, and only the jagged tip poked from the hardened, black rock.

      Zakanna moved into the doorway next to Khar. She’d taken the time to bathe; her fur was now immaculate. “If that’s a spire, the lava must be hundreds of meters deep.”

      “That isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” Khar mused. “It will have preserved the buildings themselves. We saw something similar on one of the Tigris worlds. Ancient Primo ruins were sealed for millennia, their inner chambers completely protected from the ravages of time.”

      “Mmm, I will set down on that lava shelf. It seems stable.” Aluki guided the craft smoothly down to a flat stretch of black volcanic rock. It was duller than the surrounding shelves, hinting at its age.

      The cruiser rumbled to a halt. Aluki unbuckled her harness, hopping down from the pilot’s chair. Khar started back up the corridor, but had only made it a few steps when the entire ship lurched. He caught himself against the wall as the ship tilted wildly.

      “Mmm, not so stable!” Halut shrieked from the cockpit.

      Aluki tumbled past Khar, and he shot out a paw to seize her by the scruff of her suit. He pulled her to safety.

      Zakanna landed nimbly across the corridor.  “We’re in free fall,” she yelled, seizing the bulkhead.

      “Hold on!” Halut said.

      Straining to hold Aluki—she was surprisingly heavy—Khar risked a glance into the cockpit.

      Halut had gotten an arm onto the pilot’s chair, and was struggling against inertia to pull himself up. Khar had no idea how far they could fall before reaching the bottom, but doubted they had much time.

      The Whalorian gave a titanic bellow, pulling himself into the pilot’s seat. He snapped the harness in place, then seized the controls. The ship continued to drop for a few moments more, then halted abruptly. Stone tumbled all around them, banging off the viewport as it rained past.

      The ship righted, and the viewport turned to face a magnificent ivory spire. It was nearly identical to the one where he’d met Zakanna, and at its peak had probably been just as tall.

      Halut guided the ship lower, settling near the base of the spire. Everyone held on for a good thirty seconds, waiting for the ship to lurch again. Finally, Halut turned off the engines, and everyone relaxed.

      “Mmm, thank you,” Aluki said, patting Khar’s arm. “Our bones are more brittle than yours. I would not have survived that fall.”

      “You’re welcome, little one. You are a strong ally.” Khar nodded respectfully to her, the nod he reserved for warriors.

      “We’re fortunate to have you, Aluki,” Zakanna said, smiling warmly. She glanced behind her at the viewport. “Shall we see what we’ve found?”

      “How long do we have?” Khar asked, starting for the cargo bay.

      “What do you mean?” Zakanna asked.

      “Won’t your world’s satellites pick up the tectonic disturbance?” Khar asked over his shoulder, slapping the button next to the ramp.

      The door slid up, and the ramp began to extend. A wall of heat blasted into the ship, not enough to harm them but certainly uncomfortable to everyone not currently in an artificial body.

      “There is no such monitoring, at least not that I’m aware of.” Zakanna recoiled before the heat. “I do not believe Utfa possesses any way of detecting our arrival, but I could be wrong.”

      “It’s possible the Void Wraith might be monitoring, but they’d be unlikely to do so unless ordered,” Khar allowed. “We may be fine, but just to be safe I’d suggest we be as swift as we are able.”

      “Agreed,” Zakanna said, nodding.

      “Mmm, it is best we stay with the ship, I think,” Aluki suggested. “Until you’ve determined it’s safe.”

      Khar looked to Zakanna, who nodded. Aluki looked back at Halut, giving him a wicked grin.

      “We will inform you of any threats, but will not disturb you otherwise,” Khar said, smiling as he trotted down the ramp. He burst into a full run and sprinted across the hardened magma. Heat shimmers twisted the air, blurring the spire even as it grew larger before him.

      Zakanna glided to perch atop a narrow twist of black rock, laughing. She eyed him mischievously, then sprinted toward the spire’s entrance.

      A race, then? Khar poured on the speed, dipping into his power reserves. He leapt from rock to rock, narrowing the gap between him and Zakanna. He’d nearly caught her when she leaned into a sprint and zipped ahead through the entrance.

      Khar grinned, slowing as he reached the entrance. “You were toying with me.”

      “Maybe,” Zakanna said, still smiling. Her fur was a soft pink. She looked around her in wonder, eyes wide. “This place is the truest representation of our people still in existence. Our culture has changed and evolved, and everything we know about our beginnings is layered under myth now.”

      Khar took in the majesty of the place, the high vaulted ceiling abruptly cut off by a wall of black rock. It wasn’t dissimilar to the spires currently in use, but instead of floating islands the place was more conventionally structured. Each island was connected to the outer ring by a slender bridge.

      “Those bridges hardly look strong enough to hold up these islands,” Khar mused. “Yet they’ve done so for many millennia, apparently.”

      “Built for form and function, as I’d expect,” Zakanna said and started for the closest bridge. “I think that island would have been reserved for greeters. We no longer use them for an entire spire, but most families still employ one.”

      “Greeter?” Khar asked, following her up the bridge. It was less than a meter across, and would be even more dangerous for a Ganog.

      “It was their responsibility to make sure guests were properly attended to. Greeters would wash their visitor’s feet, and allow them to take their ease while waiting for an audience with the host,” Zakanna explained, taking sure steps up the bridge despite the width. She reached the top and stepped off to the right to give him room to join her.

      A literal labyrinth of tall shelves awaited them, covering the island in a maze of narrow walkways. Three paths led into the shelves, which were covered in strange cylindrical objects. Khar approached one and picked it up cautiously. “Are these…scroll cases?”

      “They are,” Zakanna said, moving to inspect one. Reverently, she ran a hand along the case. “These predate the discovery of arcanotomes, I’d imagine.”

      “Why are the shelves laid out like that, and what lies at the center of the maze?” Khar asked, scanning ceaselessly. He didn’t trust this place.

      “I don’t know. My people have forgotten this place’s existence. I couldn’t even begin to guess why they built what they built.” Zakanna took a trio of quick breaths, flaring all four nostrils. She leapt into the air and kicked off a shelf. Two more kicks took her to the top of the shelf, where she landed lightly.

      Khar followed, not nearly as gracefully. He pulled himself over the top of the shelf and rose into a crouch next to Zakanna. “Clever idea. This will be much faster than navigating the maze.”

      Zakanna picked a path across the shelves, angling toward the center of the island. She paused at the final row and waited for Khar to catch up.

      He trotted up next to her and peered down at the center of the maze. “What am I looking at?” he asked, studying the strange blocky contraption. Six black cables snaked from the box, but they weren’t connected to anything.

      “I believe we’ve discovered one of the first arcanotomes.” Zakanna turned a worried gaze to Khar. “We should get Aluki.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Inside the Tome

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mmm, I concur,” Aluki said. “This is some sort of primitive arcanotome.” She peered inside the end of one of the cables that snaked from the strange contraption. “Since the device is immovable, I imagine seekers would have utilized it to learn whatever they needed, then unplugged.”

      “Fascinating,” Zakanna said, inspecting another cable.

      “Is it possible, then, that connecting to this device would allow us to see into the enemy’s data stores?” Khar asked. “That kind of intelligence would be invaluable, particularly right now. We might be able to learn what defenses they’ve placed around the spire, and, more specifically, the beacon.”

      “True.” Zakanna pursed her lips. “I don’t like the idea of it—entering their world. We don’t really understand that world, though it’s something I doubt they’d expect us to attempt.”

      “Mmm, how would we connect though?” Aluki asked. “None of us have been outfitted to utilize a tome, unless there’s a facility somewhere here to install one. Halut is still exploring. I could ask him to keep an eye out for such a device.”

      “I can connect,” Khar volunteered. He picked up one of the cables. Its dull surface seemed to absorb the thin light filtering from the holes in the rock above. “This is, ultimately, Void Wraith technology. My nanochrons can easily adapt to fit this. I’m not the best person to explore data archives, but I can at least perform the procedure.”

      Zakanna shot him a wide smile, then composed herself, looking to Aluki. “What do you think, lore keeper?”

      Aluki gave a wide, baleen grin. “Mmm, that’s a title I’d never expect to hear from Ganog lips, much less from an empress. I believe there is much value to be had in forging a connection. We could learn vital information, something we desperately need.”

      “What are the risks?” Khar asked.

      “Mmm, I don’t know.” Aluki gave a shrug. “We have no idea how this technology works. My people have done well to preserve what knowledge we have, but have never deciphered an arcanotome. Both times our people procured one, the Ganog slaughtered millions in retaliation.”

      “Then I will discover them,” Khar said, wrapping his paw around the end of the cable.

      Nanochrons pooled in his palm and enveloped the end of the cable. He snapped erect as sudden energy flooded his nervous system, the last biological part of him. He relaxed a moment later, as the pressure eased.

      “I believe I have forged a connection. The sensation is…dizzying. The data is located in a temple, and I am not alone.”

      Khar could see two worlds: the ancient spire library, and a dark, vaulted room. It looked much as the spire did, with shelves of scrolls piled in the cubbies on the shelves. Ganog moved between them, occasionally plucking out a scroll for examination.

      There was very little light, filtering down from a high mist where the ceiling should be. It made this place shadowed and mysterious, no doubt intentionally.

      A deep thrumming came from the center of the library, washing over Khar like the bass of some mighty drum. He kept his head down, hurrying through the stacks as he attempted to trace a path toward the center. There would be no vaulting to the top of the shelves, not here. He wanted to avoid notice, as much as possible.

      Thankfully, if any of the Ganog had noticed him, they did not react. Each seemed fixed on their own task, to the exclusion of all else. They moved robotically, as if they had little control over their own actions. Khar circled around another, making his way up a row of shelves.

      When it ended, he was suddenly spilled into a room with a wide, empty dais, like the empress used. Atop that dais floated a ball of black energy, pulsing and rippling. Streams of purple pulses flowed from the ball and zipped off in all directions. To the Ganog, he imagined.

      A Ganog voice rumbled behind him. “You should not be here this fully. How is this possible?”

      Khar turned slowly, tensing as he recognized those milky eyes. Utfa stared hard at him, all four nostrils flaring suddenly. He’d changed since Khar had last seen him. More of his fur had fallen out, and only a few wispy strands remained.

      “You are the alien who attached himself to Zakanna. Is she with you?” Utfa gave an evil grin, his wispy fur darkening to a predatory brown-black. His robes shrouded him, completing the ghastly image.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps she pillages the secrets in this place, while you waste time speaking to me,” Khar taunted, giving as nonchalant a grin as he could muster. “You don’t really expect me to tell you, do you?”

      “No matter,” Utfa said, his cruel smile broadening. “I will carve up your mind and devour your secrets. You will tell me where she is. You made a mistake, entering the tome.”

      Khar considered his options, not liking the short list. He could fight, with no understanding of the rules of this place, or he could flee. The latter seemed the safest course. He willed the nanochrons to sever the connection, gasping reflexively as the second world vanished.

      His last view was of Utfa’s shocked face, reaching out to catch Khar.

      “What happened?” Zakanna asked, eyes wide with concern.

      “Utfa was there. He saw me. Talked to me.” Khar shuddered. “I do not think he knew how I was there, or where I was coming from. I left as quickly as I could, in case he had some way to glean information from my mind.”

      “Mmm, a wise precaution. A frightening experience, but perhaps one that will not harm us,” Aluki mused. “Utfa doesn’t know which world you were on, though he may have figured out that we made it back to Imperalis. Even if he did, this is a very large world. There are many places to hide. He will never find us.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Zakanna said, staring up at the light filtering through the holes above. She looked at Khar. “At best, we’re no closer to a plan. At worst, we will be forced to flee.”

      “Perhaps, and if it comes to that, we will run,” Khar said. He rose to his feet, giving her a confident smile. “But I do not think things are so dire. We have suffered a setback, true. But we have a safe place, filled with ancient lore. Let us see what can be gleaned. If we cannot find an answer, then I will brave the tome again. One way or another, we will learn what we need to know.”
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      Utfa’s eyes snapped open, and he rose slowly from his supplications. He pulled on his heavy robes, donning the hood as he stepped from his chambers. Agitation, with undertones of confusion, rippled through what remained of his fur.

      What had he just witnessed? There was no doubt—that had been Khar, the Tigris from this…Coalition. Somehow they’d found a way into the arcanotome, which was most troubling. What had they learned? Would could they learn?

      He examined the entire experience as he waited patiently for the transport disk to arrive, pondering what he’d seen and sifting through it as he sought some clue, some bit of data that might tell him where to find Khar—and thus the empress.

      There was nothing. Not a single shred of evidence that might provide their location.

      Utfa’s fur drifted to red, and he paced back and forth. Finally, the transport disk arrived. He mounted it, enjoying the breeze as it carried him aloft. It brought him to the command deck, where a single techsmith stood.

      The disk deposited him on the edge of the island, and Utfa strode to the center, motioning for the techsmith to attend him. Unlike other clans, the Kthul did not trust techsmiths. They too were inducted into the seekers, and while they were not given the same standing, their minds were forced open to the Nameless Ones, ensuring their loyalty.

      What could the empress be after? There was no doubt she was on Imperalis. Was she attempting to raise an army? No, such a move would have resulted in at least a few rumors. Besides, it was unlikely to be effective. Any army she raised would be swiftly destroyed by the Void Wraith. Unless she found a way to deal with them, there was simply no way for her to retake her world.

      And there it was—the reason she’d returned to this world.

      “Techsmith,” Utfa snarled, staring through the observation dome at Imperalis. “Have a full detail of warriors moved to the beacon. Also include a complement of Adepts, and enough labor-slaves to build fortifications.”

      Zakanna was coming. They both knew she’d need the beacon if she wished to wrest her throne back. Utfa might not be able to find her, but he could be ready for her return.

      That matter dealt with, he turned his attention inward, closing his eyes as the whispers provided a tantalizing tidbit. He focused on the data pulses and watched the feed coming from his scout vessel.

      It had arrived at Akadia, a populous Saurian world that supplied most of the Nyar labor-slaves. Normally, Utfa would have ordered his dreadnoughts to incinerate the world from orbit. Instead, they’d merely destroyed the small Saurian fleet, leaving the world intact.

      The world was no longer occupied. All nine billion Saurians were gone, as was every other biological entity. Even the trees had been devoured.

      Part of Utfa wished he had footage of the Nameless One devouring Akadia, but mostly he was glad he couldn’t see it. That level of destruction was disturbing, a subtle reminder that no world was safe from his masters.

      Not even Imperalis.
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      Nolan tapped the eject sequence, then wiped a thick sheen of sweat from his forehead. The mech’s chest slid open, allowing a blast of blessedly cool air into the cockpit. He undid his harness and started down the rungs on the mech’s leg. Once out, he straightened, giving the chaos in the hangar a weary once over.

      Annie and Hannan were parking their mechs in the neighboring stalls, while Kokar and Hruk stood off to one side. There was no sign of Nuchik yet, but Nolan wasn’t worried. She was damned good at taking care of herself, and probably just wasn’t done killing Kthul yet.

      Alpha Company’s surviving mechs were streaming in, but Nolan only counted eight. Fortunately, there were a few more pilots being helped in, suggesting they’d survived the destruction of their mechs. Behind them came a thick cluster of armored Ganog, most still in great form.

      They huddled together nervously, each clutching a rifle or a melee weapon. The cluster was centered around the massive female Nolan had seen earlier. She stood head and shoulders over the others, pointing a thickly muscled arm as she barked orders to the other Nyar. They snapped to, and Nolan couldn’t blame them.

      “May as well get this over with,” he muttered.

      Squaring his shoulders, he strode over to the Ganog. By the time he arrived, most had noticed him, including the woman he assumed to be the leader. Many had shifted back to their lesser forms, but they were still taller than he was.

      He paused about three meters away, nodding respectfully. “I’m Captain Nolan. Welcome aboard the Demetrius. The vessel belongs to Major Burke, who is making his way over now.” Nolan waved in Burke’s direction.

      The copper-haired soldier’s eyebrows were knit together in a mixture of irritation and anger, and he stalked up to the Ganog like he wanted to do violence. “Who’s in charge of this rabble?”

      “I am in charge of this rabble,” the female Ganog said. She stepped from their ranks, towering over Burke even after shifting back to her smaller form. “My name is Bruth, of the Nyar Clan. Your companion identified you as Major Burke, and claims you are the leader of this vessel.”

      Burke shot Nolan an annoyed glance. “It’s technically true that this is my vessel, but we’ve been placed at Nolan’s disposal. He’s the one you’ll want to deal with. Before we do that, though, I’m going to need your people to pile their weapons up against the wall. I’m also going to need you to have everyone get back into whatever you call your regular-sized bodies.”

      “We keep our weapons.” It wasn’t a request. Bruth leaned closer to Burke. “I will order my warriors to resume their lesser forms, but make no mistake, little human. If you seek to do us harm, to imprison us, or to remove our weapons…I will kill you.”

      “We just saved your asses,” Burke snarled. He scowled up at Bruth. “I lost over a third of my unit out there, and, by God, you will treat me and mine with respect. Or you’ll find yourself walking.”

      “What Major Burke is trying to say,” Nolan interjected, hating that he had to be the diplomatic one, “is that we need to work together. If you want to keep your weapons, that’s fine. Major, would it be acceptable for the Nyar to take the area around those berths over there?”

      “Why not? The mechs we were storing there have been destroyed. There’s plenty of room, with a third of my pilots dead.”

      Burke turned on his heel and stalked away—not that Nolan could blame him. Losing men was hard under the best of circumstances.

      “It is only because you have done us a great service that I do not separate your head from your shoulders,” Bruth said, matter-of-factly. She stared disdainfully down at Nolan, her fur taking on a sickening green tint. “My people have lost much this day, and we long for vengeance. Do not test our patience, for my people seek a target for their anger.”

      “I get that.” Nolan turned to scan the hangar, noting two things. Hannan and Annie were still in their mechs, still ready to fight. Nuchik had just arrived too, and had left her mech idling. “Kokar, get over here.”

      The Ganog was still standing by the wall, as if trying to avoid Bruth’s notice. At the sound of his name he reluctantly strode over. Hruk followed him like an ever-present shadow.

      “Listen,” Nolan began, once Kokar had joined them. “I don’t really understand your political structure. I’m not sure who’s in charge. I’ll let you sort that out. When you can tell me who that is, great. I need to speak to that person about a formal alliance with the Coalition. Your people are in desperate need of allies, and I think we all know it.”

      Kokar’s fur went a watery yellow, but he flared his nostrils and it settled into a deep brown. “Bruth, you know you are the only one left whom most will follow. You must assume command.”

      Bruth seemed more than a little surprised, eyeing Kokar warily. “I agree. It’s that simple then? No challenge? No arguments for your cause?”

      “I have no real support in either the warrior or leadership caste. Our titles aren’t hereditary, and everyone knows my father hated me anyway.”

      Hruk started to speak, but Kokar waved him to silence.

      “There’s no chance I can command,” he said, “so for the good of our people I will lend whatever weight my word carries to your cause.”

      Hruk snarled. “You gained respect when you defied your father, especially in light of the fact that you were right.” He stepped up next to Kokar, glaring at Bruth. “Kokar may support you, but do not forget his lineage or his deeds this day. You owe him your life. All of you do. Kokar secured the allies that allowed you to survive the execution wrought by Grak.”

      “Lingering respect allows me to ignore your tone,” Bruth snarled back, “but learn to curb your tongue.” She flexed powerful shoulders, making it clear that she could easily snap his neck. “I will accord Kokar the honor he has earned, and it is true that he earned much of it. I am honored by his support, and will see that he serves among the leadership caste.” She turned to Nolan. “Since I now speak for the Nyar, you may deal with me, Captain. You said we needed an alliance, and you are correct. What do you propose, exactly?”

      Nolan had already considered how to approach this moment, so he made his argument simple. “We keep your leadership caste alive, and evacuate as many survivors as possible to the world of your choosing. As you’re no doubt aware, the Demetrius can cloak, and we’ve installed a warp drive. With the warp anchor gone, we can leave whenever. If there are no additional survivors, we could depart right now. Once we’re free, you send a delegation to meet with my government. The alliance can be formalized there, but the gist is this: We help you in the war against Utfa and the Kthul, and when that war is over you leave my people in peace.”

      “That last part is nothing. We would never leave our space to conquer inferior species. We exist to shield our kind from the Nameless Ones, and will be here until that is accomplished. However, honor dictates that we defend this world. If we abandon Nyar, we abandon our history. Our people will lose hope, and this war will be over before it has fully begun. No, we will not be leaving. If you wish to stay and help us retake our world, then so be it. We welcome the aid.”

      Nolan’s mouth worked, and he fought for words. They weren’t willing to leave, but what the hell could he do to help them retake this world? It was an impossible task.

      Yet what choice did he have? His orders were clear: Secure the Nyar alliance, at any cost.

      “We’ll stay,” he said, “as allies. Rest up. We’ll need time to repair our mechs. After that, we’ll see what we can do to help.”

      “Very well. We will mend our wounds and prepare ourselves for the next battle.” Bruth turned without a word, heading for the area of the hangar that had been allocated for them.

      Nolan sighed. Someday, they’d give him an easy mission.
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      Nolan ducked into the conference room, noting that he was the last to arrive. He hated that, but there’d simply been too many things to deal with before he got there.

      Kokar and Hruk sat on one side of the table. Burke sat on the other, in clear opposition. Both groups eyed each other like cats dumped together in a room, and Nolan knew this would be an uphill battle. He moved to Burke’s side, sliding into a chair next to the major.

      “Welcome, Captain,” Kokar rumbled, nodding respectfully. “We can begin, then.”

      “Before we begin, I wanted to apologize for earlier,” Burke said, running his fingers through his hair while avoiding eye contact. He looked up suddenly, meeting Kokar’s gaze. “I lost people today. It’s only the second time since I took command of Alpha Company. I let it affect my professionalism, and you have my apologies.”

      “Too little, too late, if you ask me,” Hruk said.

      “I did not ask you,” Kokar snapped. His eyes never left Burke. “I understand completely, Major. I lost people on Imperalis. Friends. Brothers. It…unhinged me for a time.” His fur darkened.

      “We’ve all been there, in this war or another,” Nolan said. “It’s water under the bridge, gentlemen. We’re friends here. More than that, we’re allies. We want the same thing. Does anyone at this table think that we’re going to get it by having Bruth in charge?”

      “She’s going to get everyone killed,” Burke said, shaking his head. “The Nyar can’t stay on this world. That’s suicide. Even if they muster enough of a force to take on the garrison, the Kthul will just call an Omega or two back here.”

      “True, but what would you suggest?” Kokar growled, his nails digging into the table. His frustration was clear, though it didn’t seem to be directed at any of them.

      “Hruk,” Nolan said, meeting the wizened Ganog’s gaze. “You’re a historian of sorts, right?”

      “I am.” Hruk’s tone was suspicious, but his eyes were curious.

      “Nyar’s tomb is an Omega. There’s no mistaking it. That means that, at one time, your people used Omegas in war. How much do you know about that time?”

      “I know the legends, but we have no way of knowing how true they are.” Hruk stroked the fur on his chin, considering. “The only story that mentions the first planetstrider are those of Nyar’s final battle, in this very city. We know little of use, I’m afraid.”

      “All right,” Nolan said, more than a little frustrated at the historian’s lack of…well, history. “But at the very least, Nyar’s Tomb is holy, right?”

      Hruk looked affronted at the question. “It is our most holy site.”

      “So if the son of a former clan leader showed up piloting the tomb, that would probably give him a lot of influence in the clan, right? Say…enough to be declared Clan Leader himself?”

      “I see where you are going with this,” Kokar said, eyeing Nolan dubiously. “Even if we could resurrect this Omega, I do not think the clan would follow me.”

      “You may be mistaken, lad.” Hruk gave a seated, and very deferential, bow. “If you led them into battle using Nyar’s war machine, they would follow you into the maw of a Nameless One. Nyar would flock to your cause—not just here, but everywhere.”

      Kokar looked decidedly uncomfortable at the prospect, his fur rippling between runny green and washed-out blue. Finally, he looked up. “I do not think I will make an able leader, but Bruth is blind to the danger that staying here presents. I will do whatever I must to lead my people to safety.”

      “Are we in agreement then?” Nolan asked, looking around the table.

      “I’d much rather have Kokar in charge than that brute,” Burke said. He turned to Nolan. “Do you really think you can get that Omega operational? It’s been sitting out there for millennia, right? From the little I saw when we passed by, it’s got trees growing out of its joints. Who knows what parts are corroded?”

      “We won’t know until we take a look. It’s possible this is a fool’s errand, and if the Omega can’t be fixed, I’m willing to admit the mission is a failure and pull out,” Nolan offered. He turned to Kokar. “Will anyone try to stop us from going to Nyar’s Tomb? I know you said it was a holy site.”

      “Any warrior or leader may make pilgrimage,” Hruk mused. “I doubt they will attempt to bar our passage. Is it really possible that you might be able to resurrect Nyar’s war machine?”

      “Possibly. I’ll let the rest of the squad know we’re moving out. Annie is good with repair and improvisation. We’ll have her do an assessment.” Nolan rose to his feet. “How does two hours sound?”

      “Works for me.” Burke rose to his feet as well. “Just enough time for a shower and a meal.”

      “Indeed,” Kokar agreed. “I will tend to my own dinner, then stand ready to lead you to Nyar’s Tomb.”
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      Nolan’s mech lumbered around the corner of an overgrown building, where the stone disappeared amidst the foliage. Before him stood the Omega that Nuchik had originally spotted. Its sleek metal frame towered over most of the surrounding buildings, though one or two were taller. He guessed it stood around 6,000 meters—taller than most planetstriders.

      Dense, green vines grew through its joints, overlaying the blue-and-chrome armor with a riot of green. Three concentric rings stood around the Omega, much like a scaffold would be used with an orbital launch back home. Perhaps that supplied it with power?

      “Kokar,” Nolan asked over the comm, “why do the Nyar wear black armor if your founder used a blue war machine?”

      Kokar paused a few dozen meters away, staring up at the Omega. “An excellent question, and one I have never considered. Hruk?”

      “I do not know. It is said we wear armor to hide us in the void, but I do not know when the tradition began, or why.”

      Nolan guided his mech closer, noting on his mini-map that the squad was moving a little way behind. “Hannan, you and Nuchik stay out here and keep an eye on things. I’m going to go inside with Kokar. Annie, we’ll bring you to assess the Omega’s technical situation.”

      Kokar started trotting toward the Omega, moving to the structure behind it instead of the mech itself. He paused next to a shadowed doorway leading inside. Nolan ran his mech over, then triggered the eject sequence.

      He dropped from the cockpit, trotting over to Kokar. The Ganog had already returned to his lesser form and was moving into the building. Nolan followed, his hand resting on his sidearm. The interior was dimly lit, and a series of wide stairs led upward.

      “Is there an elevator of some sort?” Nolan asked, remembering how tall the building was.

      “I’m afraid not. We run.” Kokar began trotting up the stairs, and Hruk hobbled after him.

      Nolan waited for Annie to finish disembarking from her mech. She trotted over, spitting a gob of black into a cluster of plants. “Hope you’re okay with a bit of a climb.”

      “They don’t have any beer on this world. Now you want me to exercise? I should’ve stayed with Bock.” Annie laughed, then started up the stairs. “I ain’t as fast as you, so you feel free to run on ahead with Kokar. I’ll be along eventually.”

      Nolan patted her shoulder as he passed, then trotted up the stairs after Kokar. This was going to take a while. He was in good shape, but there were a lot of stairs. Within a few flights, he’d broken into a thin sheen of sweat; by the time he’d passed the first twenty, his breathing was ragged. By thirty there was a stitch in his side, and by fifty he knew he wasn’t in as good a shape as he thought he was.

      Nearly an hour passed before he finally reached the top—almost a thousand stories, if his count was accurate. Nolan grabbed the top of the stairwell, leaning hard against it as he sucked in deep breaths. Sweat poured off him, splattering the metal floor.

      “It took you long enough. I’ve been here for ages.” Kokar clapped Nolan on the shoulder. “It is a difficult climb, but worth it. Come see what I have seen.”

      Kokar led Nolan across a narrow U-shaped chamber filled with rows of consoles. On the far side, a two-meter-wide bridge of blue energy extended to the back of the Omega’s head. The wind howled outside, rocking the Omega gently.

      “I guess we may as well get on with this,” Nolan prompted, giving Kokar the chance to be first.

      Kokar hesitated, so Nolan plunged boldly down the glowing ramp. It felt solid under his feet, as much as any deck on any vessel. But there were no handholds, and this high up there was a stiff wind. Nolan kept his legs bent, hurrying toward the Omega. A sudden gust knocked him to the side, and his arms windmilled.

      Kokar’s hand seized his shoulder, steadying him. “We are nearly there.”

      Nolan nodded quickly, unable to speak past the sudden dryness in his mouth. He almost ran the last ten steps, finally bracing himself against the back of the Omega’s head. Looking around, he saw no means of entry—no doorway or keypad.

      “Any idea how we get inside?” he called over the howling wind.

      “I do not know, not precisely,” Kokar called back. “No one has made a pilgrimage here in generations. But the legends say that if we call out to Nyar, he will be there in our time of need.”

      “Worth a shot, right?” Nolan asked. He chuckled, then cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey Nyar, we need your help.”

      A thin crack appeared in the back of the mech’s head, slowly widening into a narrow passage. Possibly even too narrow for a Ganog. “This can’t have been designed for your people. It’s almost like…they designed it for Primo. The ancient Primo.”

      “The who?” Kokar called over the wind.

      “It’s not important, not yet. Let’s try to get inside.” Nolan gestured at the passage. This was a holy place for Kokar’s people; he should enter first.

      Kokar squeezed his bulk into the narrow tunnel, his armor scraping audibly along the walls as they pushed their way inside the head. Crossing the fifty meters underscored both how thick this thing’s armor was, and how large the Omegas truly were.

      They finally emerged into what Nolan thought must be a nerve center for the Omega. Five sleek chairs of the same blue metal he had come to expect from the Void Wraith sat arrayed in a perfect circle. Floating in the center, bobbing up and down lazily, was a blue cube traced with glowing, white circuitry.

      “I should have known.” Nolan shook his head slowly, then walked to stand next to the cube.

      “Clearly you recognize this place.” Kokar picked a path around the chairs to approach the cube from the opposite side. “What revelation have you had?”

      “This Omega was constructed by the same hands that made the Void Wraith. We already knew that, but seeing it is a whole other level of confirmation. It also raises some troubling questions about the origins of both the Void Wraith and the Ganog.” Nolan turned his attention to the chairs. “The chairs face away from the cube, and each has these prongs on the back.”

      “What do you think they do?” Kokar mused, inspecting another chair.

      Nolan bent to inspect one. “I’d guess they plug into the spinal column. Interface with the nervous system.”

      Annie staggered into the room, panting. She dropped her pack by the door and wiped sweat from her face. “That bridge about made me wet myself. Pity the Ganog ain’t discovered railings yet. Would probably cut down on falling deaths.”

      “You are a techsmith, yes?” Kokar asked Annie.

      Annie said, shrugged. “Uh, sure.”

      “Can you repair this titan?” Kokar folded his arms, looking at Annie with the kind of contempt most Ganog reserved for ka’tok.

      “How the hell do I know?” Annie snapped. “I ain’t even looked around. Tell you what, fuzzball. You give me an hour to figure out how this thing works, and I’ll let you know what I think.”

      “Annie, would it help if I asked Burke for techs?” Nolan asked. “They’ll probably speed any repairs. This thing is massive.”

      “I’ll take all the help I can get, sir,” she drawled. “Might even be worth getting Hannan up here, and whoever else you can scrounge up. I’ll find a use for ‘em.”
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      Nolan ducked past an exposed conduit, wincing as sparks shot up from the weld Annie was making. He continued into the Omega’s nerve center—what he assumed must be the brain. Repairs were going well thus far, at least from what he could see.

      Per his directions, Alpha Company’s techs were working only on internal systems. From the outside, there was no sign that any change had been made. He’d even made sure the techs entered with stealth belts and under cloud cover to prevent orbital satellites from picking up heat signatures.

      He scanned the room, trying to find the person in charge. Once, that would have been Lena, but after Imperalis she’d been transferred to intelligence. She was helping the Coalition to understand who the Nameless Ones were, something Nolan desperately wanted more data on. Unfortunately, without her, all Nolan had access to was Annie. No one in Burke’s outfit was qualified either as a scientist or full engineer.

      “Get that conduit down to the knee,” Annie barked, with the kind of authority a drill sergeant would envy. The sharp tone was new for her. She ambled up to Nolan, giving a wide, deceptively innocent smile. “Welcome, Captain. Repairs are going smoother than a Primo’s bald head.”

      “What are you working on there?” Nolan asked, nodding toward the conduit a tech was ripping out of the wall.

      “We’re cannibalizing conduits to repair damaged areas. We can’t manufacture the fiber used in the Omega, so we have no other choice.” Annie half-turned to face Kokar as the Ganog approached.

      “Captain.” Kokar said, stopping next to Nolan. “A word, please?”

      “Sure, what’s up?” Nolan asked, distracted by the slowly bobbing cube in the center of the room. It reminded him so much of the master core in Primo libraries. The connection was troubling.

      “I begin to believe that your people may be able to repair this titanic weapon,” Kokar rumbled, his fur rippling between tan and chocolate. “I still do not understand what you intend to do then. How will we pilot this?”

      “Well, we didn’t find any consoles,” Annie interjected apologetically, “or any other obvious means for a person to interface with the Omega.”

      “What do you mean?” Nolan asked, pointing at the ring of chairs around the cube. “Those are how you interface with the machine. It plugs into your spine, and presumably you link up with the Omega. We’re not going to find a yoke or foot pedals.”

      Kokar’s fur drifted toward yellow. “I suppose that is the heart of the matter. Hruk warns that if I forge a connection to this machine, I will never be the same. He further warned that I could die in the attempt, though he won’t say how he knows these things.”

      Nolan rubbed his jaw, considering his answer carefully. “If you’re saying that you’re unwilling to use the chair, I completely understand. I’m not in a hurry to either. We can find another volunteer.”

      “Not if we wish to see me become Clan Leader.” Kokar shook his head, then sighed. “It is really very simple, Captain. If I am to lead, I must do it in battle. I must control this machine, and my people must know that it is I that do so. There is no other way.”

      “So, what is the problem, exactly?” Nolan demanded. He’d long since lost patience with the Nyar clan, and while he liked Kokar more than any of the rest, the youth’s constant angst was getting really old.

      “I merely seek to understand my fate.” Kokar’s tone was both defensive and hurt. “Why are there five chairs? Why not one?”

      “I’d guess different functions are controlled by different pilots.” Nolan shrugged. “The only way for us to know is to try one of the chairs. I know you have to pilot this thing in order for your people follow you, but if you’d like, we can have a volunteer test it before we plug you in.”

      “No,” Kokar snapped, his fur dipping to a deep, envious green. “I will be the one to test it. This is my heritage, no other’s.”

      “All right,” Nolan said, raising his hands in a placating gesture. “But if you’re going to be the one to do this, now might be a good time. If it doesn’t work, or if there’s a problem, the sooner we know about it, the more likely we’ll be able to fix it.”

      Kokar gave a tight nod, and his fur slowly faded back to its more normal tan. “If I am to do this, I suppose there is no point in avoiding it any longer.”

      Kokar moved to the closest chair, running his furry hand along the metal. He looked at another chair, finally stopping next to the third. There was no difference between them that Nolan could discern, but Kokar laid down in the third chair. He pushed his back up against the prongs, and there was a sudden snap.

      All four prongs shot out, silvery tendrils shooting into Kokar’s neck on either side of the spine. He gave an agonized roar, thrashing violently in the chair. His arms slapped down onto the chair, pinned as if held by magnets. He gave one more spasm, then lay still.

      Nolan shot to his side, feeling for a pulse. There was one, just as strong as he’d ever felt.

      “He’s still breathing.” Nolan sighed. “I wish we had a doctor on hand. We really need to add support staff to these missions.”

      “You know what the admiral would say about that,” Annie said, ambling over from the conduit she’d been welding. “Manpower, blah, blah. ‘Sides, there ain’t many doctors left after the last war. Maybe the Ganog have one.”

      “They’d probably use leeches,” Nolan said.

      Kokar was on his own, like it or not.
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      Kokar whirled, his lower nostrils flaring as his body instinctively readied for combat. He was smothered in darkness, soundless and impenetrable. He had the sense that he was in some great cavern, though he could see no rock in the inky blackness.

      “Show yourself,” he boomed, thumping his chest with a fist. “I am Kokar, son of Grak. I will not be ignored.” His voice echoed through the darkness for long moments, fading to silence.

      A deep voice rumbled from the blackness. “Is this what my descendants have come to?”

      Light sprang up near Kokar’s feet, a roaring campfire of the sort he might strike while hunting. It appeared, already crackling, as if it had been there all along.

      A Ganog warrior stepped from the shadows, his flat-black armor absorbing the firelight. He had intense eyes and long, tangled fur. The hilt of a two-handed sword jutted over his broad shoulders, and a heavy plasma pistol was belted to his side.

      “Who are you?” Kokar demanded, wrapping his hand around the haft of his axe.

      “I am called Nyar, son of Nuun.” Nyar dropped into a crosslegged position on the other side of the fire. “Sit. Join me, Kokar, son of Grak.”

      Kokar sat, releasing his axe. He folded his hands in his lap, staring at the Ganog in wonder. “Are you really Nyar himself?”

      “I am unsure how to answer that question. My name is Nyar, and I am aware of no other Ganog with the same name.” Nyar shrugged, unbuckling his sword and setting it next to him.

      “Did you found our clan?” Kokar asked.

      “I founded a clan, and that clan chose to adopt my name as theirs,” Nyar conceded. He leaned forward, his features illuminated by the firelight. “You are a member of this clan?”

      “I am. We trace our lineage all the way back to you, across a thousand generations,” Kokar said proudly. He sat up straighter, a million questions tumbling through his mind.

      “And why have you come to me after so long, Kokar? Have the Nameless Ones returned?” Nyar’s fur darkened, and he adopted a dangerous look. An urgent look.

      “They have, though I have yet to see one myself. Our new allies, a race called humans, slew a giant eye. They’ve warned that more might be coming, and I believe them. Recently, the Kthul invaded Imperalis—”

      “Kthul lives? You have seen him?” Nyar demanded, his fur shifting to match the fury of the campfire.

      “I…do not believe so. I meant the Kthul clan, led by one of the treacherous seekers,” Kokar struggled to hold the ancient hero’s gaze. Finally he looked away.

      Nyar spat into the fire, the saliva burning away with a sizzle. “And this clan serves the Nameless Ones?”

      “They do. The fact that he has openly seized power suggests that the Nameless Ones have finally returned. I’ve come to you to win your aid. This mighty war machine might be able to help free my people from the Kthul boot.” Kokar rose to his knees, picking up his axe and holding it before him. “I will do anything you ask, great Nyar. Show me how to pilot this beast, and I will use it to slay those who serve the Nameless Ones.”

      “It is not so simple, son of Grak.” Nyar shook his head sadly. “Controlling this war machine is no easy feat. Most who attempt to do so fail. Many die in the attempt. Even if you succeed, the price is high. You will be bonded, and when your physical body dies you will merge with me, as I merged with my predecessor. You will become this machine, a part of us.”

      Kokar licked his lips. Nyar’s words suggested there was still time to change his mind, to go back to being a simple Ganog elite. To serve, instead of lead. To die, next to Bruth.

      “I am ready.” And he was. “Make me a part of you, Nyar. Give me control of this mighty beast.”

      “Very well. Prepare yourself,” Nyar said, intoning the words with reverence that his previous words had lacked.

      Fire flooded Kokar’s body, his every nerve becoming a bonfire. The universe flickered around him, alternating between the strange fire and an entirely new perspective.

      He was a giant machine, staring out at the forest.

      Then he was Kokar again. He struggled to maintain the new perspective, briefly flexing the fingers on one hand, but the giant slipped away, and he was once again seated at the fire.

      He hung his head. “I have failed.”

      “Indeed.” Nyar rose to his feet, eyeing Kokar sadly. “You lack the will, Kokar, son of Grak. If you try again, you will not survive.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    







            Catch Our Breath

          

        

      

    

    
      Khar completed his circuit of the crust surrounding the ancient spire, then returned to the cable he’d set earlier. He rappelled down into the darkness, dropping silently to the island they were using as a staging camp.

      Zakanna sat by herself, crosslegged in what humans called a lotus position. Khar didn’t know what a lotus was, but suspected the beast was fearsome.

      He landed not far from Zakanna, but she didn’t react to his presence. Her eyes were closed, her breathing slow and rhythmic. Khar sat down next to his pack, leaning his back against a shelf. He didn’t need sleep, and had grown used to long stretches when everyone else slumbered. He often used the time to recharge, but that merely meant he needed to be immobile. Sleep itself was denied him.

      “You are a conundrum, Khar of Pride Leonis,” Zakanna said, eyes still closed. Her pristine fur shone in the afternoon light filtering down from the holes in the crust above. “You are a warrior, yet embrace science. You have fierce pride, but willingly set it aside to work with former enemies. I have never met anyone like you.”

      “I am merely a product of my training,” Khar explained, resting his paws in his lap. “Mighty Fizgig showed me how to be more than a warrior. More than a savage brute. There is more to honor than feats of valor, something I didn’t understand at a younger age.”

      “You speak very highly of her,” Zakanna said, finally opening her eyes. She turned them on Khar, and he was once again struck by their intensity. “Is she really as good as you say? The way you and Nolan speak of her, it’s as if she’s a deity, a goddess of combat.”

      “She is, and more. Fizgig terrorized the humans for many years. Only one of their commanders ever faced her and lived, and he narrowly escaped with his life,” Khar explained. He smiled warmly at the memory. “The humans are allies now, but there was a not-so-distant time when we were foes. Fizgig was the first to realize the need for an alliance. She battled Admiral Mow, or rather the creature Mow had become. He’d been infected by the Gorthians, and that infection gave him great physical strength. It did not matter. Fizgig tore out his throat, freeing my people and turning the war back on the Gorthians.”

      “Why does Nolan speak of her with affection if she is such a bane to his people?” Zakanna asked. She rose gracefully, and moved to sit next to Khar. Her intense gaze was fixed on him.

      “During the first battle for the Void Wraith, compromises were made. Nolan was placed in charge of a mission, and Fizgig agreed to serve under his command. He earned her respect, and she began to teach him to fight. Humans do not teach their officers hand-to-hand combat, believing it a waste of time.”

      Zakanna goggled at him.

      “Lunacy, I know. Fizgig rectified that. She taught Nolan to fight, and he’s become quite deadly. She mentored him, even as she mentored me. That is why Nolan honors her, and he is right to do so. She is old but far from weak. She wears her age as a mask, and woe to anyone who underestimates her.”

      Shuffling footsteps echoed from the bridge, and Aluki waddled into view, panting from the exertion. The bridges were tough on the Whalorians, but neither her nor her husband had complained. They’d both been thrilled at the prospect of so much new knowledge, and were already carting piles of scrolls back to the ship.

      “Mmm, a moment, please,” Aluki said, resting against a shelf as her piping breaths returned to normal. “I have news. Halut has discovered a data repository. It appears much like the arcanotome, but with a more conventional interface. I believe we can use it to explore a digital repository, without fear that they will be able to see us.”
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      Zakanna knelt next to the terminal, sitting gently upon the chair, something she’d previously only seen aboard Saurian or Whalorian ships. She found the concept of sitting…odd.

      The terminal’s screen filled with purple text on a black background, the sigils maddeningly familiar. She turned to Aluki, more than a little agitated that she couldn’t read the words herself. “What does it say?”

      “This part talks about the war before war. The Ganog were a slave species to the Nameless Ones,” Aluki explained. She tapped the screen, and the sigils changed. “It goes on to talk about the overthrow and the end of the war. Nyar killed a Nameless One, and after that the rest left. The Ganog were unsure what to do.”

      Aluki was silent for a while as her eyes scanned the sigils, and Zakanna tried not to fidget. She waited patiently—well, as patiently as she could.

      “Mmm, it seems that in overthrowing the Nameless Ones, the Ganog cleared the path to taking this world. They seized Imperalis, and the beacon. Once they’d done so, there was a great schism among the clans.” Aluki tapped the screen again. “Some wanted to destroy something they call ‘the guardians’.”

      “The Void Wraith,” Khar supplied. He was crouched against the far wall, polishing his pistol with a rag.

      “Yes, the Void Wraith. Mmm, some wanted to free them, which could apparently be accomplished by the destruction of the beacon. A third faction won out over the others.” Aluki pointed at the screen. “That faction had the Void Wraith locked away, to aid the Ganog if the Nameless Ones ever returned. Yog, Vkash, and Azi were stationed here. Nyar was entombed at the site where he’d slain a Nameless One. Kthul was never found, hidden by his clan.”

      “What does that mean exactly?” Zakanna asked, pursing her lips. “The way they speak of the clans, it’s as if they were individuals. Great warriors.”

      “A great warrior would not be enough to kill a Gorthian,” Khar said, shaking his furry head. He licked his chops, exposing impressive fangs.

      The illusion was perfect, and Zakanna once again marveled that he was synthetic.

      “Gorthians—adult ones, anyway—are strong enough to survive entry into a star. A single warrior, even a Ganog elite, would be nothing more than a minor irritation.”

      “Then what do you think they’re talking about?” Zakanna asked. “A metaphor, perhaps?”

      “Mmm, possibly. But I do not think so. The context for this sigil—it suggests that they are weapons of some kind.” Aluki tapped the screen again, peering at the symbols.

      “There were three of these weapons left behind?” Khar asked.

      “Yes,” Aluki confirmed, nodding.

      “The Void Wraith are still alive, in a way. Their nervous systems are taken from living beings. What if Yog, Azi, and Vkash are Void Wraith? They could be the Omegas we saw when we last fled this world.”

      “Mmm, I believe you are onto something,” Aluki said, still reading. “This says that the only Nameless One killed was by Nyar, and that it happened in defense of the people of all worlds. The Nameless Ones had come to devour them all.”

      “That matches what we know of them. They harvest all genetic material from entire planets.” Khar shuddered. “Their appetite is endless, but they are often vulnerable at the moment of feeding.”

      “There is more,” Aluki said. “The officers among the Void  Wraith, and the Omegas—they all came from high-ranking leadership caste. They were Ganog. In enslaving them to the beacon, your people were forcing their own heroes into something worse than slavery.”

      “It seems barbaric,” Zakanna said, “particularly since the tactic has ended up delivering an army to our enemies.” She shook her head regretfully. “My heart goes out to those warriors. Perhaps we can finally free them.”

      “Doing so will be very dangerous,” Khar pointed out, folding his arms. The muscles bunched, just as they would have in a Ganog male. “The Void Wraith have been in stasis for many millennia. Odds are good they remember nothing, so as far as they are concerned, they were just betrayed by the Ganog yesterday. If we free them, they may see all Ganog as enemies. Your people could be in danger.”

      Zakanna paused, considering the implications. “As terrible as that might be, it is still a better option than having them serve the Nameless Ones. At least it would deny Utfa a powerful weapon, and it could weaken his hold on this world. We must take this world back, no matter the cost.”

      “Then our course is clear,” Khar rumbled, smiling grimly. “Whether we take the beacon or destroy it, we must plan our attack on the Royal Spire. The Void Wraith will accomplish what we were unable to.”
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      Fizgig stepped onto the transport disk, unsurprised that one had finally shown up. It zoomed into the air, carrying her away from the prison island where they’d stored her. It was both simple and effective, this isolated island. The only way off was jumping to the deck several hundred meters below.

      Her passage kicked up a cooling wind, ruffling her fur as she neared Azatok’s command arena—the same arena where he’d executed Takkar just a few days earlier. Fizgig had known a brief moment of regret when Takkar died. He’d had potential.

      Yet his death had not been in vain. She had learned much about Azatok during that battle.

      The disk paused at the arena’s edge. Fizgig hopped off. She seated herself cross-legged, gritting her teeth as she tugged her bad leg into position. Its range of motion wasn’t what it once was, but it still performed admirably enough. Age had dulled her, but not as much as many assumed. Much of what made a warrior deadly was mental—the ability to force your body past what you believed it capable.

      Azatok’s voice boomed from above. “Ahh, the little cat has arrived. ‘Cat’ is the correct word, is it not?” A wave of laughter passed through the crowd she had yet to look at. The shadows of their islands passed over the arena.

      She briefly weighed the advantages of silence, but decided speaking would be best. Azatok might give something away. “It is a word used in the Coalition, yes. By the humans. They had a tiny mammal on their world that they kept for a pet, and it resembles my species.”

      “Pet. This word is unfamiliar to me, but your translation virus gives me some idea. Yes, you are a pet.”

      The shadow of his disk moved to cover Fizgig. Still she did not look up.

      “Today, my pet, we will see if you can fight. You face a pack of my finest Saurians. They will crush you slowly, and I will enjoy your screams.”

      “You are sending ka’tok to fight for you? An interesting choice, though I suppose you are wary of fighting after Takkar injured you.” Fizgig rose to her feet. She finally looked up, unsurprised that Azatok had positioned his disk in such a way that the light from above silhouetted him.

      “You misunderstand the situation,” Azatok boomed. “You are beneath me. Unworthy of breathing the same air, much less sharing a battlefield. You are not even worthy of fighting Saurians, but I thought your screams might amuse me.”

      Fizgig’s tail lashed behind her. She gauged the distance between herself and Azatok’s disk. Too far to jump, but maddeningly close.

      A transport disk zoomed into view, and five Saurians hopped off. Each wielded a crude club—shaped stone with a simple, iron spike driven through the end. They wore nothing but loincloths, quite unlike the Saurians she’d dealt with previously. Some sort of ancestral garb maybe?

      Fizgig made no move to defend herself as the Saurians spread out to surround her. She very slowly groomed the fur on her wrist, not looking at her opponents.

      “Defend yourself, or be cut down,” Azatok roared.

      Fizgig chanced a glance at the Ganog, pleased to find that his fur had gone black. He was furious that she refused to present the spectacle he was after.

      “If you wish a fight, come fight me,” Fizgig said, calmly.

      “Kill her!” Azatok roared.

      The Saurians closed as one, moving as only lifelong battle brothers could. Two stayed in front of her, both launching strikes with their clubs. The weapons were heavy and slow, and no doubt devastating…if they connected with their target.

      Fizgig merely stepped to the side, dodging both blows. Two of the Saurians behind her attempted to take advantage, both launching clumsy strikes. She easily evaded, rolling between the Saurians, then back to her feet. The crowd howled with laughter.

      “If you wish to fight me, then come down here. Takkar was under the mistaken impression that you were honorable. I find it surprising that you employ others to battle for you.” Fizgig stepped out of the path of another club, this one wielded by a tall, heavily-muscled Saurian. This last one came the closest. Fizgig elbowed the Saurian in the gut, then took two steps to put him between her and the others. “I could kill your little lizards, if I wished. I don’t wish. I wish to kill you.”

      She had no idea if it would insult his honor, but given everything she’d seen so far, she strongly suspected it would. Azatok was a young leader at the height of his power. Anything that might detract from that power, or make him lesser, would threaten the identity he’d so carefully crafted.

      Fizgig dodged several more blows, quite easily. Had the lizards dropped their weapons and moved to grapple with her she might have been in trouble, but as it was, they’d never land a blow.

      More laughter came down from above, growing in strength as minutes passed without the Saurians landing a single blow.

      “Enough!” Azatok roared. He zoomed down into the arena, and for a moment Fizgig thought she might have her chance. “Have the cat brought back to her cage. I will kill the Saurians myself.”

      Several of the guards above her fired large nets, pinning her to the arena floor. Azatok drew his daggers, and began carving up Saurians.

      Fizgig smiled. A small victory, but victory nonetheless.
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      Khar’s nervousness began long before they reached the spire itself. He had plenty of time for that seed to take root, as he and Zakanna walked to the spire instead of taking the cruiser. They’d joined a trickle of other travelers from a dozen different races. They resembled the ka’tok on Ganog 7, though if anything these were even more downtrodden.

      “You are certain they cannot detect the explosives?” Khar whispered. He hunched under the makeshift cloak as they stepped under a broad arch.  The Kthul guards paid little attention to the throng of travelers passing into the lowest level of the spire.

      “This is the ka’tok entrance,” Zakanna explained, pulling her own cloak tighter. “It is beneath notice. The guards assigned here have all been convicted of one crime or another, and so have their superiors. I’m ashamed to admit it, but my caste is blind to this place.”

      “I do not understand such an obvious gap in security.” Khar shook his head as they approached the domed doorway. It had the same golden sigils he’d seen on other levels, but the ones down here were faded and cracked. Some had winked out entirely and were now little more than flaking paint.

      They passed safely through the doorway into the lowest level of the spire. They were on the ground, with the spire stretching miles above them. Hundreds of islands rotated slowly above them. They grew smaller as they went higher, then finally disappeared into the distance.

      “How will we make it all the way up?” Khar asked, following Zakanna into a thriving market. There were dozens of species, many he was seeing for the first time. He found it interesting that those aliens weren’t allowed on the upper levels, at least not that he’d seen.

      More Ganog arrogance.

      “Slowly.” Zakanna picked a path through the market, making for a trio of thick, rusted chains that ascended up into the distance. “These chains are free for any to use, but they require both strength and endurance. Weaker ka’tok, or those who misjudge their strength, often fall to their death. It is a way to keep them in their place.”

      Zakanna picked an empty chain and began climbing. Khar waited for her to gain a little distance, then followed. The chain’s links were excellent handholds, making progress very easy. They climbed for nearly a hundred meters before catching up to a yellow-scaled Saurian who’d paused to rest. He was shaking, and clearly unable to continue.

      Khar watched Zakanna, uncertain how they should proceed. His eyes widened and he reached out instinctively when she leapt from the chain. She caught the neighboring chain, spinning in a tight arc as she secured her footing.

      “Jump,” she called, holding out a hand for Khar.

      He leapt, catching her wrist and using the momentum to swing himself above her. He caught the chain, digging his claws in for purchase. “This is a most…unconventional means of travel.”

      “It’s part of the reason there is no security below. Simply making it to the next level can be lethal,” she called back.

      Khar began climbing again, leaving the resting saurian as they climbed another hundred and fifty meters, then switched chains again. Another hundred meters brought them to the base of the first ring, over three hundred meters above the now-distant spire floor.

      “A better security precaution than I thought,” Khar said, “though obviously it doesn’t stop all.” His energy reserves were still hovering around ninety percent.

      “This is merely the first ring. We have many more before we reach the upper spire, and there are many dangers between here and there. Most are easily bypassed with money or guile, but there are some we still need to find a way to defeat.”

      Zakanna made for a restaurant built on a platform. A narrow bar ringed a bartender who stood at the center of the platform. He tended a grill next to him, and was serving some sort of meat to patrons. The disk was large enough for about three dozen passengers, though only a few stood around the bar.

      “Come on, it’s about to depart.” Zakanna hopped onto the disk.

      Khar hurried to follow. The disk zoomed into the air.

      Zakanna moved to the bar. She nodded respectfully to the cook, a disinterested Saurian. “Give us two steaks and some tak nectar.”

      The cook wordlessly provided a pair of skewers and plastic horns of nectar. Zakanna handed one of each to Khar, lowering her voice. “We can use transports such as these to continue up the levels, though it would make sense to seek lodging periodically. If we rise too fast in a day we run the risk of discovery.”

      “How many days will it take to reach the top?” Khar asked, more than a little horrified. He’d assumed it would take no more than one.

      “Three, or perhaps four.” She chewed daintily at the pink meat. “We may as well enjoy it. Our chances of discovery are remote until we pass into the Royal Span, and that won’t happen for two more days.”

      “All right,” Khar said, sampling a bit of the meat. He couldn’t taste it, of course. But he could process the nutrients and pretend, for a little while, that he was still alive in the traditional sense.
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      Again, Fizgig was summoned by a transport disk. She stepped atop it, enjoying the breeze as it carried her back to the arena. This time, Azatok had only waited two days to send for her. She imagined he must have other duties to attend to, though she had no idea what he did with his time. He never left the Royal Spire; if there was a war being fought in the Imperium, he wasn’t a part of it.

      She glanced skyward, noting the ceiling high above. The hole Nolan had made was covered now, but the coloration was all wrong. The repairs were embarrassingly bad—just a large piece of metal clumsily bolted to the stone.

      The disk glided to a halt, and Fizgig hopped into the arena. She put her hands behind her back, and casually walked to the center of the ring.

      Azatok’s disk hovered near a cluster of female Ganog—either wives or concubines, she guessed. They all smiled at him with simpering, vacant expressions, the kind women reserved for men whose egos were easily stroked. Azatok smiled at them, basking in their adoration. Clearly, he valued them.

      “Have you decided to finally face me yourself, Azatok?” Fizgig roared, drawing his irritated gaze.

      Laughter came from a few disks, though it was quickly silenced when Azatok glared at the offenders. He zoomed down until his island was only three meters above her. That was within reach, if just barely.

      She tensed, then forced herself to relax a moment later. No, not yet.

      “You are an amusing pet, little cat,” Azatok taunted. He grinned cruelly down at her, his fur a deep scarlet. “Today, you are going to fight. I assure you. You will face a champion of my choosing, and you will battle until she kills you.”

      “And why would I do that, Azatok?” Fizgig asked, mildly. “I told you: I will not fight. When you are ready to face me yourself, then I will fight. Only then.”

      Another disk zoomed into view and a young, female Ganog hopped off. She wore an Adept’s robes, and moved with impressive skill. Fizgig watched her carefully, realizing this Adept could be a true threat—far more so than the Saurians.

      That was good. It meant that Azatok was taking her more seriously. If Fizgig played her role well today, she’d leave him little choice but to face her himself.

      “Is that so?” Azatok boomed. He chuckled, zooming his platform over the edge of the island. “Come, look at what I have prepared for you.”

      Fizgig walked to the edge of the island, staring over the side. Below was another island, just large enough for about a hundred people. It was packed with Ganog, in a variety of different armor. It looked like every clan except the Kthul was represented—even a few black-armored Nyar.

      “What am I looking at?” Fizgig asked, blinking up at Azatok. Her tail lashed behind her, and she longed to sink her claws into his furry throat.

      “If you do not fight, everyone on that island dies. They are prisoners, your allies in this war. Do nothing and I will have them put to death.” He grinned down at her, clearly savoring the moment.

      “Seriously? This is your ploy to get me to fight? I don’t care about those Ganog, or any other,” Fizgig said. She turned from the edge and walked back to the middle of the arena, sitting down comfortably.

      Azatok zoomed his disk around to hover before her. “Perhaps you underestimate my resolve, little cat. Perhaps you think I am bluffing.”

      “Oh no,” Fizgig said, raising her paws to her face in mock alarm. “Please don’t put your own people to death for no reason. How will I ever live with myself?” She calmly began grooming.

      Laughter rippled through the crowd above, and Azatok’s fur shifted from scarlet to a deep red-black. “Kill them! Kill them all!” he roared, zooming to the edge of the island again. From there, he studied Fizgig, gauging her reaction.

      Fizgig gave him nothing, and didn’t have to fake it. She really didn’t care about any Ganog, especially some random warriors who’d very likely had a hand in killing her people at Ganog 7.

      Plasma fire sounded from below, and Ganog bellowed in pain. A few screamed their defiance, but the sounds quickly dwindled.

      When they stopped, Fizgig could smell the stench of burnt fur. She continued grooming. “I do not bluff either, Azatok. I will not fight. You can kill as many of your own people as you like. It does not matter to me.”

      She glanced at the Adept out of the corner of her eye. If that one came for her, she’d have no choice but to fight. She couldn’t defend forever. So she needed to play this a bit differently. She stayed seated, refusing to rise as the monk approached.

      She intentionally pitched her voice loud enough to carry. “If you wish to kill me, do so. But I will die knowing that the great champion, Azatok, is a coward, unwilling to face me.”

      The audience gasped, and there were shocked whispers.

      Azatok’s fur slid to full black, and he glared hatefully down at Fizgig. For an instant she was convinced that he was going to order her death, or at least have the Adept attack her.

      “Have the cat brought back to her cell.” He zoomed lower, within easy reach. “Make no mistake, little Tigris. I will break you. You will fight. I merely need to find the proper incentive.”

      He smiled evilly, and Fizgig knew a moment of fear. It was clear that some new idea had just occurred to Azatok, and she worried that sooner or later he’d find something she genuinely valued. This game couldn’t go on for much longer.

      Odds were good she’d have no choice but to attack him the next time he summoned her.
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      Nuchik tore open the protein pack, sucking at the almond-flavored paste inside. It wasn’t half bad, as far as rations in the field went. She preferred the mess on the Demetrius, but the temperature there was frosty these days. The new members of Alpha Company didn’t know her, but they knew she was one of the last survivors of the original unit, and that she’d chosen not to help rebuild. It made her an outsider, in more ways than one.

      Hannan plopped down on the foot of Nuchik’s mech and rested her rifle next to her. “You got another one of those?”

      “Sure.” Nuchik fished another packet from her jacket and tossed it to Hannan. “You know, for being a repair op, it sure doesn’t seem like much repair is happening.” She nodded toward the Omega, which looked exactly like it had yesterday. And the day before. A flock of four-winged birds burst out of the elbow, winging out into the forest, and she shook her head. “They’re using it as a nest.”

      “It’s a big machine. It will take time. The last thing they’ll do is clear the debris from the outside.” Hannan tore open the wrapper, and sucked on the edge. “It wouldn’t do to have the Kthul realize what we’re doing. If they find us before we finish, we’re basically handing them another Omega.”

      “I’m still not sure giving a Void Wraith super-weapon to these Nyar is much better. They’ve been very clear that they don’t give a crap what we think. What’s to stop them from turning around and using it on us?” Nuchik finished her paste, then carefully folded the wrapper and tucked it into the pouch she used to collect her garbage. Leaving anything behind meant leaving a trail an enemy could follow. Besides, she hated littering.

      “Odds are good it won’t survive very long, even if we can get it operational.” Hannan’s words were matter-of-fact, delivered between sucking bits of paste from the packet. “If we get an Omega up and running, they’ll send back all three of theirs to deal with it. Three fully functional Omegas against one battered one is even worse odds than we usually have to deal with. But, if we somehow miraculously overcome the enemy, yes, there’s a chance the Nyar could turn it on us. Captain’s betting that their hatred of the enemy is greater than their disdain for us. I think he’s right.”

      “Yeah, I guess—” A tremendous shadow fell over them, followed by an awful humming that rattled her teeth. Nuchik looked up, struggling to understand what she was seeing. It wasn’t a dreadnought, or a vessel of any kind. It was…some sort of creature. “Is that—a giant wasp?”

      “Wasps don’t have teeth, and they don’t have a tail that could impale a planetstrider. It looks like a scorpion stinger.” Hannan stood up, tucking her paste into a pocket. She tilted her head, speaking into her comm. “Captain, we’ve got some crazy shit inbound. I don’t have a lot of details, but I’m guessing we’re looking at a Nameless One in the flesh. This thing isn’t nearly as big as the eye was, but it’s about ten times as ugly.”

      Nuchik didn’t realize she was backing away until she thumped into the side of her mech. Her mouth was dry, her stomach heaving. A stench like insects molting made her eyes burn, even though the creature was still miles away.

      She shivered, longing to be anywhere but here. “When I was a kid, my brother knocked down as hive of wasps. He got stung a couple dozen times, and I had to watch.” She kept her eyes fixed on the mountain-sized bug. “I’ve been terrified of them ever since.”

      Hannan picked up her rifle. “Yeah, well, I’m not scared of wasps, and that thing scares the piss out of me.”

      The Nameless One had dropped below cloud cover, and was now hovering over the Nyar city. The awful humming came from a pair of dragonfly-like wings mounted to its back. The creature gave a deafening screech, then vomited a dense cloud of black specks over the city.

      Each speck moved off in a different direction, zooming unerringly toward one of the larger spires. The specks slammed into the side of the buildings, and against her better judgement Nuchik tapped magnify on her goggles.

      “They’re miniature versions of the big one,” she muttered, watching in horror as the flying insects tore their way inside the tower. They tunneled through the metal like a beetle through sand. “My god, that thing is a living hive. There are thousands of them.”

      Hannan’s strong voice came over the com. “Captain, we’ve got a bunch of little ones, and they’re swarming the Ganog spires. I don’t want to leap to conclusions, but they look hungry.”

      “Acknowledged.” Nolan’s voice was calm, as always. “Just monitor for now. I’m going to hightail it back to the Nyar, and see if we can come up with a plan.” The captain’s confidence helped a little—as much as anything could when one was faced with the kind of impossible horror she was looking at now.

      “Let’s get saddled up,” Hannan ordered, and started climbing her mech.

      Nuchik did the same. She hadn’t quite reached the cockpit when she heard the first scream. It rapidly became a cacophony as hundreds cried out in terror. She risked another glance, going pale when she saw what was happening.

      The smaller bugs were flying out, carrying living Ganog back up to the mother. They flew back into the mouth, disappearing inside the monstrous thing.

      “Oh, my god,” she said. “They’re feeding it.”
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      Nolan strode into the hastily-erected Ganog camp just outside the Demetrius. As far as he could tell, Bruth had gathered every last Nyar together. They were donning armor and picking up weapons, clearly readying themselves for war.

      “Bruth,” Nolan yelled, stalking into camp. “What are you doing? I thought we were supposed to be allies.”

      “And so we are,” Bruth confirmed, tightening the strap to her scabbard. She checked the action on a thick, black rifle, then slung it over her shoulder. Finally, she turned to Nolan. “We are leaving to defend our people. If you are truly allies, then you are welcome to die gloriously at our side. Let us meet death, laughing.”

      “Wait a minute,” Nolan snapped, pointing at the Nameless One casting a shadow over the entire city. “You’re just going to charge this thing and hope for the best? Do you have any idea how idiotic that sounds? That’s not a plan. That’s creative suicide.”

      “A Nameless One devours my people, Captain. If such a creature came to your world, what would you do? We cannot allow our people to die undefended. We must try to save them.”

      “What would I do? I’d either come up with a plan to take it down, or I’d lead my people to safety—like any responsible leader. You know you can’t win that fight. You couldn’t even take out the Kthul garrison.” Nolan glared up at Bruth. “If you go out there, your people die. Every last one. Have you considered saving what you can? What about your other worlds? They need you, damn it.”

      “Clearly you understand nothing about our people, Captain. We exist to resist the Nameless Ones, even if it means the death of our entire culture. If this is the final day of the Nyar, then so be it. Our course is clear. We ride to war. You’re welcome to join us, if you’ve the stomach for it. If not, stay out of our way.” Bruth started walking toward one of the few cruisers that had survived the Nyar escape from the city.

      “Wait,” Nolan said. He wasn’t sure if this was a good idea, but he didn’t have a better choice. Not if he wanted to stop her.

      Bruth turned to face him, her expression irritated.

      “We’ve been working on a plan. My people have repaired Nyar’s Omega. We believe it’s possible we could get it up and running, with Kokar as the pilot. If so, it might be able to fight that thing. Why not wait to see if we can do that, then go in together?”

      “You’ve desecrated the tomb of Nyar?” Bruth’s fur darkened, and she loomed over Nolan. “I should crush your skull and devour your heart. You are lower than ka’tok, and your eyes are not fit to touch it. Give me a reason why I shouldn’t kill you.”

      “I guess you could,” Nolan said, offering a noncommittal shrug. “Of course, you’re well within range of the Demetrius’s guns, so you wouldn’t survive long enough to make it to the Nameless One.”

      “This alliance is over, human.”

      “Fine, but don’t be an idiot. Give me just a little more time to get Nyar’s tomb operational.” Nolan knew he was wasting his breath, knew there was precisely zero chance of Bruth being reasonable. None of the Nyar were, and she was one of the worst.

      “If you could have done such a thing, you’d already have done so. We will not stand by while our people die, hoping you can save us with some…seeker trick.” Bruth turned from Nolan, striding up the ramp into the cruiser that had arrived with the last wave of refugees. Her warriors followed, packing the hold with dozens of Ganog.

      Nolan gave a heavy sigh and trotted away as the thrusters kicked up gravel and dust. He waited for it to die down before speaking into the comm. “You on the line, Major?”

      “Affirmative,” Burke said. “And yes, I see the creature kicking the crap out of the Nyar. At least it isn’t a giant eye, I guess. Please tell me you have a way to stop that thing. Is that Omega operational?”

      “I’m about to find out. Guess we’re out of time.” Nolan sprinted to his mech, leaping up the side and climbing into the cockpit. His fingers flew across the controls, ordering the cockpit to seal. “I’ll order my squad to park our mechs just outside the Omega. I know you’ve got pilots with no rides.”

      “You realize it isn’t too late to pull out, Nolan.” Burke’s voice was thick with emotion, revealing a side Nolan had never seen. “You can’t complete the mission if the Nyar leadership is dead, and from what I can see they’re flying right into that mess. I know you hate losing, but be realistic. Please.”

      “I wish I could, man. I wish I could. If we lose here, this is bigger than the Nyar entering the war. That thing is a baby. How big is it going to be after devouring this world? And the dozens of other worlds within a few hundred light years. We stop it here, or maybe we don’t stop it at all. I’m going to make one more attempt to get that Omega operational.”

      “And you want me to try to keep the Nyar leadership alive?” Burke asked, wearily.

      “I’m sorry, Burke—I mean that. Do what you can to protect the Nyar, but fall back when you have to. I’m parking my mech now. She’s all yours.”

      “I know you’re sorry. It isn’t your fault, Nolan. I get why you’re doing this, and I can’t say you’re wrong to do it. Go get that thing operational and come save the day. Alpha Company will deploy and do what we can to slow down those things in the meantime. Just one request, Nolan.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you’re going to produce a miracle, hurry the hell up with it.”

      Burke actually laughed, and Nolan found himself joining in. Sometimes a situation was so impossible, you had to either laugh or go crazy.

      Maybe they were all going to die here, but if they took that thing with them, it was worth it.
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      Burke tightened his grip on the booster mech’s controls, then leapt off the ramp of the Demetrius. The wind from the giant bug’s wings caught his mech immediately, flinging him toward the ground. Burke fired his main booster, then the stabilizers on his feet.

      “Watch that first step, everyone. Things are a little choppy out here.” Burke tried to muster the kind of confidence Reval would have shown. He didn’t feel that—quite the opposite, in fact. But Reval had told him, when he’d first promoted him to Lieutenant, that you never let the men see your fear.

      Mechs dove off the ramp after him, fanning out into five-man groups. Thanks to Nolan graciously allowing Alpha to use his mechs, they were only down one. It looked like that extra strength was going to be critical.

      Thousands of insectoid creatures with three-meter wingspans flitted around not just the city below but every occupied spire. They were grabbing as many people as they could, flying them back to the monster above. It was as horrifying a fate as Burke could imagine.

      “Break into fire teams and fan out around that Ganog cruiser. Do what you can to pick off any bugs that stray too close. We need to keep those idiots alive.” It galled Burke that they were risking human lives to protect these prideful Nyar, but he followed orders—even the stupid ones.

      And maybe this one wasn’t so stupid. Nolan wasn’t wrong about needing to kill the Nameless Ones, or about it being worth all their lives in trade.

      Theta shots burst sporadically from Alpha Company, picking off the bugs that strayed too close to the cruiser. Finally, the cruiser landed and began disgorging Nyar elites already in their great form.

      They charged at the bugs that were carrying away their people, and at first they enjoyed some success. The bugs were much smaller than the elites, and a single blow usually killed one of the bugs. But there were a lot of bugs. They soon began swarming the elites, and the first one to begin the assault disappeared under a writhing mass of legs and thoraxes.

      Burke lined up a shot, then fired his Theta cannon. The instant he recovered from recoil, he added a volley of missiles. The combined assault blew the bugs apart, clearing a path to the Ganog underneath. The elite stared sightlessly above, blood flowing liberally from dozens of holes in his armor. Most of those holes were covered in a sticky, green substance.

      “Looks like their stingers are poisoned. Take care, people, these things are nasty,” Burke said, again with the confidence he didn’t feel. Did it really matter how many hundreds of bugs they picked off? That wouldn’t even put a dent in the swarm.

      A larger swarm moved toward the Ganog, but the Demetrius finally entered the fray. Every cannon it possessed swung into alignment with the swarm, and a staccato of Theta cannons blasted huge holes in their ranks.

      “That’s right, you slimy bastards,” Burke growled. “You might not fear our little mechs, but you don’t like dealing with a full Coalition battleship, do you? Nice work, Kay.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Kay’s voice filled the cockpit of his mech. “I seem to have gotten their attention. The swarm is moving in my direction. I will do what I can to repel them. Oh, and one other thing. I think the queen has noticed me. She seems upset.”

      A massive shadow passed over Burke’s mech, and he didn’t even need to tap the magnify button. The tail, easily a hundred meters thick, whipped past him, the stinger dripping green goo.

      A gob the size of a transport plunged past Burke’s mech.

      “Holy mother of God,” he said. “That thing is huge. Kay, turn everything you have on that monster. Fall back slowly toward the forest. See if you can lure this thing away from the city.”

      Burke feathered his mech’s thrusters, zooming in the direction the Demetrius was heading. He hadn’t been at the Battle of Earth. He hadn’t seen the Eye, though he’d seen the aftermath of the continents it had laid to waste. They’d had the combined power of three races, and barely stopped it.

      Here, they had a single battleship. He just didn’t see a route to victory.
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      Nolan sprinted into the Omega’s control room, still out of breath from the climb. Most of the techs had left, leaving only Annie, Yulo, Nuchik, and Hannan. They huddled around Kokar’s body, whispering quietly.

      “Any news?” Nolan asked, moving to join them.

      Kokar’s fur was ashen grey, and his lips worked soundlessly. His eyes twitched in classic REM sleep.

      “A little,” Hannan allowed. “About ten minutes ago, not long after Kokar went under, the Omega’s fist clenched. Just for a second, then it stopped. Kokar hasn’t moved since. We wanted to unplug him, but that thing is attached to his nervous system. I’m not sure what it would do to him.”

      “Crap,” Nolan snarled. What the hell was he supposed to do? He needed this thing up and running, and Kokar had been given plenty of time to do that. He turned to Hannan. “I’m going in after him.”

      Hannan raised a blonde eyebrow. “Sir, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “It’s a terrible idea, but we’re out of options. I’ll see if I can wake him up and get this thing moving. If not, we’re all in a world of hurt,” Nolan said, settling atop the chair next to Kokar.

      Having seen Kokar bond with the Omega, he had some idea of what to expect. He slid his back against the prongs, then braced himself. Something slammed into his back, and he could feel worms wriggling their way inside his flesh. He gritted his teeth, squeezing the chair with both hands.

      The pain faded, and blinding, white light filled his vision. When it cleared, the room had gone entirely dark.

      “Hannan? Annie?”

      Nothing. No response. He felt around him, but there was nothing in any direction. Just more empty darkness. Finally, in the distance, he spotted a small, flickering fire. With no other options before him, he started in that direction.

      As he approached, he caught sight of two figures next to the campfire. The shadows made their features monstrous. Both were Ganog, but Nolan only recognized Kokar. The other Ganog, black-armored like all Nyar, stood across the fire with his arms folded.

      The unknown Ganog called to Nolan in a clear, deep voice. “Another approaches, though I am not familiar with your species. How do you come to be here, stranger?” He studied Nolan with intense, sober eyes.

      “He is a companion,” Kokar said, gesturing at Nolan. “Nyar, this is Captain Nolan of the Coalition. He is a human—the race I mentioned earlier.”

      “Interesting, a ka’tok pilot. Such a thing has never been done.” Nyar smiled at Nolan. “Though, in desperate times, one must take desperate measures.”

      “Pilot?” Nolan asked, directing the question at Kokar. “What is he talking about?”

      Kokar’s fur flushed pink, and he avoided Nolan’s gaze. “The chairs allow us to link with Nyar himself, and our intelligence powers this war machine.”

      “Okay, I get that. But aren’t you the pilot? And, if so, why the hell aren’t you rampaging all over the Kthul?” Nolan demanded. He didn’t understand where he was. It felt real, but was obviously some sort of mental construct being beamed directly into his mind by the chair.

      “I—” Kokar dropped to his knees, finally giving Nolan an agonized look. “I have failed, Captain. I am not strong enough to pilot Nyar.”

      Kokar’s fur faded to muted grey, and Nolan struggled not to choke the angst out of him.

      “The youth speaks truly,” Nyar rumbled. “One day, he might be ready for such a feat. He could serve as an adequate co-pilot, but nothing more than that.” He fixed Nolan with a granite stare. “What about you, human? Will you attempt the bonding?”

      “Kokar?” Nolan asked, helping the Ganog back to his feet. “What is he asking me to do exactly?”

      “You may attempt to wrest control of the Omega,” Kokar explained. “If you succeed, you will be forever linked to it. Nyar claims that when a pilot dies, his consciousness is merged with the core.”

      Nolan considered that. It made a lot of sense. Keep adding pilots to the core running your mech, and you never stopped expanding your knowledge of tactics and strategy. Who knew just how much this Nyar had seen in his life? Or how far back that life stretched?

      Hannan’s voice called hesitantly from the darkness. “Hello? Captain?”

      “We’re over here.” Nolan frowned disapprovingly at his XO as she approached. “What the hell, Hannan? You plugged into a chair, didn’t you?”

      “Well, you were gone for over twenty minutes, sir. I wasn’t sure how long we should wait. I thought that—”

      Another shape appeared in the darkness, and Nuchik popped into existence. A split second later Yulo materialized.

      Nolan massaged his temples. “Are you even kidding me? All of you came?”

      “Ah,” Nyar rumbled, “it has been countless millennia since we’ve had a full set of pilots. A Ganog Adept, and more of these humans, it seems. Most of you are not Ganog, but you will have to suffice.” He rose from the fire, propping his sword against a shoulder.

      “You asked me if I was willing to be pilot. Before I decide, what can you tell me about the Nameless Ones?” Nolan asked, narrowing his eyes. It sounded like time passed more slowly in here, which meant they were falling behind the situation on Nyar. But he had to know.

      “Much. I led the rebellion that freed the Ganog from the grip of the terrible Nameless Ones. Before that day, I spent a lifetime doing as I was bid, conquering worlds so that they might be devoured by the insatiable gods.” Nyar shuddered in distaste, then slammed his blade into the ground. The tip sank into the earth.

      “You oppose the Nameless Ones,” Nolan said, “and you’ve killed one. So have I. I’m willing to bond.” There was no reservation, no hesitation. If he could fight the Nameless Ones, then he was damned sure going to do it.

      “Very well,” Nyar said, and extended a hand toward Nolan.

      Nothing visible happened, but a wave of energy enveloped him. Nolan dropped to his knees, staggering under the curtain of flame that seared his entire nervous system. It was like the million pinpricks of a limb waking up, except many times more painful and all over his body. Nolan was dimly aware of screaming himself hoarse, but he couldn’t focus on anything.

      Finally, the fire faded.

      His perceptions changed. Instead of the darkness, he now stood in the ruined Ganog city. Combat raged all around him; Ganog and mechs engaged swarms of bugs. In the distance, the Demetrius fled the bugs’ queen, a dreadnought-sized monstrosity.

      She wasn’t anything like the Eye he’d killed, proving that there were different types of Gorthians. Her wings resembled a dragonfly, but her body was more like a wasp. She cast a shadow covering most of the city, and he guessed she was many times larger than an Omega or planetstrider.

      Nolan realized that he was seeing through the Omega’s sensors, and that his ‘body’ was the Omega itself. He could feel the limbs, feel the areas that were still in need of repair. He could feel the Omega’s fusion core—and as he focused on it, that core roared to life.

      Power surged through the Omega, gradually bringing systems back online.

      Kokar’s disembodied voice sounded in his head, like a comm. “Nyar has accepted you. Well done, Captain. You have accomplished what I could not.”

      “A pilot is weaker alone.” Nyar’s voice also sounded in Nolan’s head. “There is a reason the Omegas were designed as they are. Add your strength to our new pilot, Kokar, son of Grak.”

      Sudden warmth spread along Nolan’s scalp, and he was dimly aware of another consciousness. He could feel Kokar’s mind, see his hazy surface thoughts. It was dizzying. There was Hannan, and Nuchik. Even Yulo was there, his mind the most difficult to pierce.

      “Can you all feel the same thing I can?” Nolan asked in wonder.

      “I can see into your mind,” Hannan said, giving a little laugh. “This is nuts.”

      Nuchik spoke. “Uh, I’m not sure how I feel about you seeing into my head. Keep your eyes on your own thoughts, please.” She sounded immensely embarrassed, and Nolan did what he could not to look directly at her thoughts.

      “Captain,” Yulo whispered, “I believe you have rediscovered the secret that allowed us to win against the Nameless Ones. I am…simply awestruck. Everything Adepts are taught prepares us to do exactly what we are doing. Suddenly, I understand the origins of my order.”

      “You are correct,” Nyar rumbled. “Pilots were drawn from the Adepts, and only the best were selected. For millennia, our finest warriors rode these machines into battle.”

      “Well it looks like everyone is online,” Nolan said, feeling a rush of elation. “Let’s find out what this thing can do.”
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      The last two days had passed too quickly—a blissful interlude that seemed to be exactly what Zakanna needed. It had made her feelings for Khar clear, though of course she’d not articulated them. Neither could afford the luxury of romance. Distractions could be catastrophic.

      And that was assuming Khar even felt the same way.

      Zakanna flared her lower nostrils, effecting the image of a haughty noblewoman with a purpose. She clutched her cloak tightly about her, stepping aboard the transport disk. The mask was easy enough to wear, and she’d been surrounded by the best and worst noblewomen from every clan.

      “Those guards are eyeing us,” Khar muttered, moving a little closer to her. He too clutched his cloak, his Tigris features obscured under his armor.

      “They’re trying to decide if we’re a threat. If we pass on their watch, then cause trouble above, they’ll be blamed.” Zakanna glared down her nose at the guards, presenting an image they’d no doubt seen a dozen times in the past hour. “They’re unlikely to do anything, since we aren’t carrying obvious weapons.”

      Khar pointed at the bracelet housing his plasma blade, and rested his paw on the sidearm belted at his side. “I beg to differ.”

      “You’ve fought an elite in great form. Neither of those weapons is a real threat, and the guards know it. They don’t care about small, personal weapons.” She found it odd that the Coalition so tightly controlled who could have a weapon, and where.

      The guards continued to eye them until they drifted out of sight. Only then did Zakanna close her lower nostrils, and begin to relax. The disk continued to the next level, the first part of the Royal Span. She hopped off, quickly scanning the crowd as Khar joined her.

      “Even the Saurians have been replaced,” she whispered, drawing herself to her full height and once again becoming the imperial noblewoman. “All the guards are new, and they haven’t had time to learn names or faces.”

      “That might make them stressed and distracted, but also more wary,” Khar cautioned. He shook his head. “That’s a bad combination. Perhaps it is time for us to use the belts.”

      “Not yet. I want to make it as far as we can before we resort to them. As you said, the battery is limited. I have an idea—just play along.”

      Willing her fur not to mirror the roiling in her stomachs, she strode boldly over to the guards, pausing before them with the kind of impatience that being a ruler had perfected in her. Eventually, the bored Kthul turned his face in her direction. Brief interest flickered in his eyes when he realized she was a female, but it dulled when he saw the sour expression on her face.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “I need your assistance.”

      “Yes?” the guard said, sighing heavily. His fur was a faint, bored brown.

      “I need to reach the 33rd ring,” she snapped, then paused, forcing an obviously fake smile. “Apologies, I do not mean to take it out on you. Azatok took me as a consort, then I was mistakenly left behind. I’m trying to make my way back to him.”

      Khar stiffened beside her, but at least had enough wisdom not to say anything.

      “Uh,” the guard said, glancing briefly upward. His gaze came back to her, and she saw defeat enter his gaze. He knew she’d be persistent.

      She tapped her foot impatiently.

      That did it. “Of course. A common oversight. Please, take that disk over there.” He pointed at a row of rather official-looking white disks, which were under heavy guard.

      “Thank you,” Zakanna said primly, and eyed Khar with mock distaste. “Come along, laborslave.”

      She hurried toward the disks, and one of the guards moved to stop her. He paused, looking at the guard she’d just been speaking with. The first guard nodded his permission, and the second guard stepped aside.

      Zakanna and Khar stepped onto one of the disks and zoomed away from the ring. Zakanna tensed, waiting for the guards to realize they’d been duped; both went back to what they were doing, already having forgotten her.

      “What just happened?” Khar asked, looking down at the guard she’d tricked.

      “Champions of the arena frequent parties, and at these parties they bed noblewomen. When those noblewomen suddenly find themselves with child, they are sent to petition for marriage.” Zakanna grew more relieved as they ascended into the upper third of her spire. “He had no way of knowing what family I was from, or if offending me was dangerous. Far simpler to just let me go become someone else’s problem. I’m probably the third jilted noblewoman to approach this shift.”

      “Clever.” Khar laughed. “Make him believe he knows exactly what he is dealing with, so he does not look deep enough to see the truth.”

      “I wasn’t positive it would work, but this will shave almost a full day off our trip. We can reach the beacon in an hour, if we are careful. When we near the top we should activate our belts. The guards may think it odd that an empty disk arrived, but they are unlikely to report it. We should be able to sneak higher without being detected.” The disk continued to zoom upward, passing another cluster of islands. She could see the next ring above them. “Now.”

      She thumbed the switch on her belt, shivering as the cool energy tingled over her fur. The technology was wondrous, as was the casual manner with which Khar talked about it. He took never-ending technical innovation as a matter of course, never understanding how alien it was to the Ganog.

      The disk rose above the first royal ring, gliding to a stop next to the edge. She hopped quickly off, hearing Khar land next to her. She leaned closer, whispering. “We’ll wait for one of the larger disks to leave.”

      “Genius,” Khar rumbled, more loudly than she’d have liked. Fortunately, it was covered by the hum of departing disks.

      Zakanna hurried over to the part of the ring with the larger transport disks used by full parties. She had no idea how, but Khar never seemed to have any issue following her. That both impressed and exasperated her. No one could detect her when she didn’t wish to be detected—or so she’d always prided herself. The fact that he might be using some sort of technology reduced the sting.

      She paused near a group of Kthul nobles boarding a disk, their Saurian attendants filling the space around them. Jumping off the side of the ring, she caught the transport disk with both hands and dangled beneath it, painfully aware of the endless drop below her.

      A whoosh of air and a soft grunt told her Khar had landed as well, perhaps a meter away.

      “Your plan begins to impress me,” Khar rumbled as the transport took off.

      “If this works, we can repeat the process all the way to the highest levels. There is enough traffic this early in the day to get us all the way to my former quarters. From there we can easily make it to the beacon.”

      She dared to hope they might actually succeed.
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      Khar leapt from the island, catching another transport disk as it winged upward. Zakanna’s faint heat signature showed directly across from him, hanging from the other side of the disk. Above them stood a Ganog elite in brown armor, which Zakanna had told him identified the Azi clan.

      He’d been shocked to hear that many members of the Azi, and even the Yog, had chosen to ally with the Kthul. The Tigris considered their pride a family, and did everything to protect it. Casting it aside was almost never done, for any reason.

      The disk glided higher, passing another large island with what appeared to be an arena of some sort. The elite atop their disk roared out a jeer, adding to those being called by Ganog in the cluster of small islands orbiting the arena.

      Khar magnified his vision, numbing when he realized he recognized the Tigris standing in that arena. It was Fizgig, her arms casually folded, her gaze filled with distaste and focused on a black-furred Ganog standing on a golden disk.

      The disk carried them aloft, finally stopping perhaps seventy meters over the arena. To their right hovered a gigantic holoscreen. That screen showed the world of New Jaguara, one of the most heavily populated Tigris worlds, post-Eradication. A fleet of Ganog dreadnoughts hovered menacingly around that world.

      A sharp click came from the area occupied by Zakanna, and Khar glanced up to see a monofilament rope streak up into the darkness. The line snapped taught, but the sound alerted the Ganog on the disk Khar dangled from. The warrior eyed the cable suspiciously, then reached for a plasma pistol.

      Khar activated his nanochrons, flinging himself atop the disk. He seized the Ganog’s thick head with both hands, twisting violently. The Ganog’s neck snapped, and he went limp in Khar’s grasp. Khar struggled to keep his balance, carefully laying the body across the disk. If it fell, their presence would be revealed. He looked around at the other transport disks, but no one seemed to have noticed.

      “The line is set,” Zakanna whispered. “I’m beginning my ascent.” A whirring sound began, and the line shook as Zakanna’s heat signature passed him.

      Khar clipped himself to the line, activating his own climber. The wrist strap tightened and began carrying him upward. The arena—and Fizgig—quickly receded.

      “Did you see who was in the arena?” Khar whispered to Zakanna.

      “Yes. I don’t know how she’s still alive, but there’s nothing we can do to help her.” Zakanna’s tone held more regret than Khar would have expected.

      “I know,” Khar said, forcing himself to look away from the arena. They needed to focus on the mission. If they somehow succeeded, perhaps they could help Fizgig. If not—if she died—that would be the course she herself would have chosen.

      The mission above all. Pride above all.

      Khar clenched his free fist. If she died, he would ensure that her valor was remembered.

      A shadowy island grew above Khar. The bottom was painted black, cloaking it in shadow. It was simple, effective camouflage, and explained why most Ganog nobles had no idea this island existed, despite regularly attending games just a few hundred meters beneath it.

      Zakanna’s shot had attached the cable at the very edge of the disk, setting it perfectly. Instead of having to crawl along the bottom of the island, they could crawl right over the side.

      “How did you make that shot?” Khar asked as the island grew ever larger.

      “I remembered where the island was. There’d be no reason to move it.” Zakanna shrugged.

      “You made the shot from memory?” Khar asked, blinking.

      “I’m an Adept. We strive for perfection, both in body and mind. It’s a simple enough thing to do.” Zakanna gave him a smile. “No less impressive than shots I’ve seen you make.”

      Khar privately disagreed.

      The line carried them to the lip of the island, and their climbers finally stopped whirring. They’d arrived. It was time to end this.

      Khar leapt onto the island, rolling to his feet. His stealth belt still had twelve percent charge, and Zakanna’s should be identical. Plenty of time to do what they needed to do.

      He studied the island, tensing as he scanned the enemy encampment. Tall tritanium barricades ringed the cube, largely obscuring it from sight. Khar could still see the glow, though, and occasionally the cube would bob over the barricade. Slits had been cut in the walls, allowing the defenders to peer out.

      No one seemed to have detected their arrival, thankfully.

      “You didn’t mention their fortifications,” Khar whispered, taking a step closer to Zakanna.

      “They didn’t exist last time I was here,” she whispered back. “I’d guess that Utfa is expecting us. It’s no surprise really, not after he saw you in the arcanotome. He knows we have to take the beacon.”

      “And we will,” Khar said. “They don’t appear to have detected us. Let’s see if we can sneak inside.” He let Zakanna take the lead, since he could see her and she couldn’t see him.

      She started forward, moving swiftly toward the barricade. It was constructed from bent pieces of tritainium, layered roughly on top of each other. Kits in first school could do a better job of it.

      Zakanna leapt suddenly, landing on the edge of the wall above. Khar followed, landing next to her. Below stood a full compliment of Ganog elites, each already shifted into their greater forms. They stood with their backs to the cube, ready to defend it with their lives—at attention, full of relaxed alertness. Clustered around them were small knots of Adepts, many seated or kneeling.

      Khar leaned closer to Zakanna. “Can we sneak close enough to plant the explosives?”

      “No, they will smell us before we get there. We must fight.” Her voice was calm, but Khar could hear her thundering heart.

      “Then let us fight,” he rumbled, leaping from the wall. Khar ignited his plasma blade, ramming it into an elite’s spine. He carved his way through bone and muscle, severing the spine entirely. The elite toppled, but Khar was already moving.

      He kicked off the elite’s gigantic body, extinguishing his dagger. Other elites were turning in confusion, and Adepts were beginning to rise. Zakanna appeared for an instant, snapping an Adept’s neck, then breaking another’s leg with a sharp kick. Then she was gone.

      Khar landed on the next elite’s shoulder, re-igniting his plasma blade and slamming it into the Ganog’s ear. The blade punched through the eardrum, continuing into the brain. The Ganog roared, slapping a massive hand over its ear.

      Khar ducked the blow, rolling off the shoulder. He extinguished his blade, dodging the elite as its still-dying body toppled to the ground.
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      Fizgig eyed the transport disk, mildly surprised it had come so quickly. It had been less than a full day since the last time Azatok had summoned her. She rose slowly, arching her back as she yawned. What did he have in store for her this time? It would be her final chance to fight; of that she was certain.

      She stepped on the disk, bending her knees slightly as it zoomed aloft. It traced the now-familiar route, heading unerringly back to the arena. As she approached, Fizgig realized there were dozens of islands clustered around the arena, easily triple what she’d seen last time.

      “He has something special planned,” she muttered, mustering a grim smile. She had gone through a long courtship with death, and she was ready for the chase to end.

      The disk zoomed down to the arena, depositing her across from a single Saurian. It wore black scaled armor that perfectly blended with its own dark scales, and it rested its hands on a pair of heavy plasma pistols. The Saurian was taller than most, though not so heavily muscled as some. Lean, and likely fast.

      Azatok could learn, apparently. He’d come to understand that her speed was her chief weapon, and brought someone to counter that ability. Fizgig had no doubt the Saurian would be fast enough to get a shot off before she could close.

      Fizgig began to stretch, preparing for battle. Obstinance now, before such a crowd, would warrant immediate execution. Azatok would suffer no further slights to his honor. Yet she was still curious to see what scenario he’d devised. There would be some tactic designed to get her to fight. What would he use?

      Azatok zoomed out over the crowd, alone on a magnificent golden transport disk. He raised his arms expansively, gesturing at the crowd. “I am thrilled to see so many of the new Imperium’s mighty gathered here to witness an historic event. Many of you recognized Siskus, the champion of the lower games. He has bested every species, even Ganog. Today, he faces the champion of the Coalition, an alien challenger.”

      “She won’t fight,” someone from the crowd yelled. It was echoed many times over.

      “What’s that?” Azatok cocked a hand to his ear, his fur going smug orange. “You think she will not fight? Rest easy, friends. She will fight. Observe.”

      A holoscreen floated up over the arena so that it was visible to everyone in the audience. It flared into photorealistic life, showing a planet Fizgig recognized. It was New Jaguara, the world where Carnifex and the Jaguara had chosen to resettle after the loss of their home world.

      “Fizgig—or ‘Mighty Fizgig’ as her people call her—refuses to fight because we have been unable to threaten anything she loves,” Azatok explained, grinning savagely at Fizgig. “I believe I have finally found something she cares about. This world possesses over fifty million of her species. Begin orbital bombardment. Continue that bombardment until Siskus is dead, or the surface of the planet is molten.”

      The single dreadnought and its fleet of supporting cruisers unleashed a barrage, the scarlet streaks boiling away the atmosphere before continuing on to melt the surface into a sea of glass. The bombardment moved west, eradicating everything it touched.

      Hundreds of thousands of Tigris died as death rained on their cities. A few vessels attempted to resist, but the largest was a single destroyer. The cruisers made short work of it, then returned to their grisly mission.

      Fizgig ignited her plasma blade and charged the Saurian. She used her free hand to thumb the button on her belt twice, to set it in shield mode. The Saurian was as fast as she’d feared, yanking his plasma pistols from their holsters with astonishing speed. He aimed them unerringly at her chest, squeezing off a quartet of scarlet blasts.

      The energy washed over her shield, discoloring the area around her chest as it revealed the protective barrier. The Saurian’s eyes widened, and he fired frantically. One pistol aimed for her face, the other her crotch.

      Fizgig vaulted into the air, spinning over the last few blasts. At the apex of her jump, she darted her plasma blade toward her target. The humming, blue energy sank right through his body armor, severing the spine in a single blow.

      She landed in a crouch and darted to the Saurian’s side. Fizgig ripped the pistols from his limp hands, noting the hatred in his reptilian eyes. He was paralyzed, but still very much alive. She extinguished her blades, and turned to face Azatok.

      “You are right,” Fizgig said, as respectfully as she could muster. “You have discovered the correct leverage. My foe is dead. Please, stop this madness.”

      Azatok stared down at her in consideration, tapping his jaw with his index finger.

      “Had you cooperated earlier, perhaps I’d show mercy. You chose to embarrass me. Continue the bombardment,” Azatok said, waving at his techsmith. The holographic screen showed the destruction, unabated. “In fact, have three planetstriders warp to the southern continent and begin laying waste to their cities. I want to watch their young run from death.”

      Fizgig mastered her rage, mentally calculating. She looked from platform to platform, but there was no easy way to reach Azatok. By the time she did, he’d simply have moved his platform. That left her only one option. She must get him, to come to her.

      “You are a true coward, Azatok. A weak brute relying on others to support your own power. I ask you one last time: Fight me.”

      “And why would I do that?” Azatok said, laughing.

      Fizgig scanned Azatok’s harem—to which she had paid a great deal of attention during her previous times in the arena—and picked out the two females that had spent the most time simpering before Azatok. She raised the Saurian’s pistols, and executed them both. Their bodies toppled from the disks, plummeting to the arena’s sandy floor.

      Azatok gawked, mouth working. Fizgig shot two more, smiling calmly up at Azatok. “You will fight me, because I have also found the correct leverage. I will kill your entire harem, unless you stop me. Where is your honor now, Ganog?”

      Azatok’s eyes blazed. He roared his fury, knocking a techsmith from his path as he leapt over the side of the transport disk. He landed across from Fizgig, growling. “I’m going to enjoy this, little cat.”

      “No. No, you are not,” Fizgig answered, sliding her feet apart. She reignited her plasma blade, dropping the pistols.
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      Khar rolled away from a Ganog’s kick, air whooshing past as the blow just missed his face. Behind him, an Adept was waiting. She glided forward, her fist rabbiting into the small of his back. His nanochrons dispersed some of the kinetic force, but a warning light flared.

      Khar’s elbow shot into the Adept’s face, slamming her nose into her brain cavity. The blow knocked her away, but before Khar could follow up, another Adept had stepped into her place.

      A shimmering figure landed next to the Adept, then a roundhouse kick flung her into the air. Khar lunged, punching his plasma dagger through her throat as she sailed past. He twisted, putting his back to Zakanna’s heat signature.

      “We’ve hurt them,” she said, panting.

      “Not enough,” he said, warding off a blow from an Adept. Most of the elites were down, at least, and the last trio was circling around the beacon protectively. They weren’t leaving it, but were instead allowing the Adepts to wear them down. “We’ve lost the advantage of stealth. They know what to look for now.”

      Then there was no more time for words. Khar blocked another punch, returning one that broke his opponent’s forearm. He battled furiously, watching as his power reserves dwindled. He hadn’t really expected it to be easy, but this protracted combat was more than he’d bargained for.

      Zakanna flipped over an Adept, and that Adept turned to face her. Khar plunged his dagger into the back of the Adept’s skull, pivoting to dodge a strike from another Adept. That opened him to a kick from a third, which flung him to the ground.

      A hail of punches and kicks rained down, and it was all Khar could to do protect his vital systems. Warning lights sprang up all over the place, but try as he might, he couldn’t regain his feet. There were too many enemies.

      “Zakanna!” he yelled.

      The blows slackened, and Zakanna roared in anger. Khar lashed out with his foot, shattering a kneecap. He rose to his feet, nanochrons already repairing the worst of the damage. The Adepts were converging around Zakanna, and her belt finally failed entirely. She was fully visible, and was now the focus of their collective attention.

      Khar knew there’d be no way to stop them all, no way to prevent them from killing her. He had to try anyway. Khar sprinted forward, dropping an Adept with his plasma blade, then launched his knee into another, shattering the Adept’s spine. He fought like a demon, slashing and whirling and kicking.

      The battle was glorious, and he lost himself in it, ignoring the bitter whisper that survival was impossible. One of the elites moved to attack Zakanna, so Khar vaulted into the air. The elite was ready, its fist blurring out.

      The blow caught Khar in the chest, flinging him into the barricade wall. Yellow lights shifted to red, showing the catastrophic damage throughout his limbs and torso. Behind the elite, Zakanna battled desperately.

      She blurred through combat forms, fighting off Adepts as she dodged the elite. It was as impressive a martial display as Khar had ever seen, yet he knew it must end soon.

      Zakanna caught Khar’s eye, and time seemed to slow. In that eternal instant, her gaze conveyed everything, her feelings for him, her hopes for the future. Her knowledge of her own imminent death. Her willing sacrifice.

      A Ganog stumbled in front of Zakanna, ending the moment. Khar glanced at the beacon, realizing that all three elites were converging on Zakanna, determined to end her. They’d already dismissed him, stopped considering him a threat.

      His path was clear. He must destroy the beacon.
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      Khar hung in agonized eternity. He looked to the beacon, then back to Zakanna. He shared her feelings—not just her affection, but her willingness to sacrifice everything. She’d created an opening, and he would honor her sacrifice by taking full advantage of it. They were both probably dead anyway.

      Khar triggered his stealth belt again, feeding it power from his own dwindling reserves. He sprinted toward the beacon, pulling a block of ferrogel from his pack. The Ganog explosive had proven far more effective than the Coalition equivalent, with the added benefit of being relatively stable.

      Only one elite somehow detected him, and Khar ducked under a clumsy fist. He darted forward hurling the block at the beacon. Khar ripped his particle pistol from its holster, aiming at the ferrogel. His reticle lined up, and he stroked the trigger. A blast of blue shot into the ferrogel, igniting it instantly.

      “Shield!” Khar roared, using the nanochrons to amplify his voice.

      He thumbed the switch on his belt, turning it from stealth to defensive field, and added a torrent of energy from his reserves to amplify the protective field.

      A wave of brilliant light burst from the beacon, slamming into Khar. He was flung away from the center of the blast and sailed past the elite who’d been trying to stop him. The flames and debris shredded the elite’s armor, picking him up with the same force that had flung Khar into the air.

      The wave of flame blasted him into the wall of the barricade, and Khar rebounded off as the explosion burst upward out the top of the barricade.

      He landed in a heap, confused and unable to rise. Red warning lights covered every system, and those few that functioned were being shut down to allow the nanochrons to effect repairs. Khar overrode that process, continuing repairs but keeping critical systems active.

      The area around him was filled with smoking bodies, and the wisps rising from the elite mostly obscured his view. Khar slowly stretched out a hand, pulling himself past the elite. He allowed himself a weak smile when he was finally able to see the beacon—or its smoldering remains, anyway. A single hunk of warped, white metal lay where the cube had been, the circuitry on its blasted surface now dark.

      Shards of white shrapnel were embedded in the barricade’s scorched walls, and in the bodies of the fallen Ganog. A few of those bodies were still moving, writhing in blind agony and unable to rise.

      Khar scanned the pile of bodies where Zakanna had been, struggling to find any sign of her. Now able to use both arms, he tugged himself across the grass. It took long moments to reach the pile of blackened and charred bodies.

      He tugged an Adept off the pile, then another. The elites were too heavy to move, so he worked around them, trying to find any sign of her.

      Finally, he heard a weak cough.

      “Zakanna?” he called, clawing his way over to the area the sound had come from. It was under one of the elites.

      “I—I’m here,” came a weak reply. “I activated the belt just in time I think. This body covering mine probably also helped, though the smell is abominable.”

      “Can you move?” he asked, rising to one knee. His reserves dipped below ten percent, but some basic function was returning.

      “Hold on,” she said, through gritted teeth.

      A series of deep, booming breaths came from underneath the elite. The elite was flung upward, crashing to the ground several meters away. Zakanna flipped to her feet, moving to Khar’s side. Her chest heaved as if she’d run a marathon, and her gaze was thick with weariness.

      “Oh, Khar,” she said, kneeling next to him. “Your fur—”

      Khar looked down at himself and began to laugh. His fur had been cooked away from his face and shoulders. “It will grow back by this time tomorrow, I’m sure. Come, let’s see if our actions have had any affect.”

      Khar opened a communications channel to Aluki. “Aluki, the beacon is destroyed. Can you give us an update?”

      “Mmm, it’s a full-on war out here. The Void Wraith have begun attacking Ganog. All Ganog, everywhere. They’re slaughtering them, both down here and up in orbit.” Aluki sounded thrilled. “Are you ready for extraction? We’re in position, just outside the spire.”

      “Yes,” Khar said, accepting Zakanna’s hand as she pulled him to his feet. “But we have one more errand to attend to before we escape.”

      “Mmm, it had better be quick,” Aluki cautioned.

      Above, the spire shuddered, then stone rained down. Aluki’s cruiser shimmered into view as it dipped through the very same hole they’d left when they fled this world before. It descended toward their island, a ramp already extending as they landed.

      Zakanna helped Khar up the ramp, and he was embarrassed to admit he needed that help.

      “Mmm, what’s so important that we need to risk the Void Wraith?” Halut demanded, slapping the red button to close the ramp behind them. “We should leave. Now.”

      “No,” Khar growled, glaring at the little Whalorian. “We must save Fizgig. Then we can be away from this place.”
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      Azatok had rarely been this furious, and had never been so humiliated. The crowd’s cruel laughter prodded him forward, toward the little Tigris that had caused such catastrophic damage to his reputation. The alien had even goaded him into sending part of the fleet to destroy a Coalition world. Utfa would be furious, if he learned of it.

      All because he wanted to break an aging enemy commander. He’d blundered, and he knew it. But there was still some satisfaction yet to be gleaned. He would enjoy watching the life fade from Fizgig’s eyes.

      Azatok withdrew the same daggers he’d used to kill Takkar. He began his breathing, circling Fizgig. The Tigris was already smaller than him, but soon he’d dwarf her. There was no way she could stand against him in great form.

      Fizgig shimmered out of sight. Azatok’s eyes widened as he frantically scanned for any sign of his opponent. He sucked in a breath to comment on her cowardice when a humming, blue blade came at his face. He staggered backward, desperately struggling to get one of his daggers up in time to block.

      Unfortunately, the attack came toward his wounded side. His arm was still healing, and was slower than it should have been. The blue dagger scored his cheek, nearly taking his eye before he was able to disengage.

      “Coward! You began a duel before I completed the change. Have you no honor?” he roared, slashing at the air in front of him with one of his daggers. “Show yourself.”

      He continued his breathing, growing a full meter as he took a step. A humming came from behind, and he spun. Too late. The blade punched into his back, through the armor and deep into his flesh. He roared, swiping behind him in a wild slash.

      Azatok whipped his foot around in a roundhouse kick, but found only air. He spotted a shimmer in the air, like heat. “Ah, there you are. Your little trick won’t work any more. I can see you now.”

      Fizgig reappeared, standing where he’d seen the shimmer. “It won’t save you.” She charged, launching a slash at his face, toward the other eye.

      Azatok knocked the blade away, backpedaling to gain room. He tried to focus on the change, seeking the great form that he knew would end this fight. She gave him no opportunity, coming at him relentlessly. Again and again she struck, and each time he was barely able to parry. He flared his lower nostrils, needing the extra oxygen they could provide. His fur was a mass of red and yellow and black, broadcasting his emotions for all to see.

      Azatok lunged, suddenly on the offensive. His first dagger shot toward Fizgig’s face, but she dodged the blow. His second would have disemboweled her, but she knocked it to the side with her plasma blade. He began a third strike, but she was faster.

      Fizgig slashed at his wrist—the uninjured one. Her blade bit deeply, nearly severing his hand. Azatok’s dagger clattered to the ground, and Fizgig scooped it up as she continued to press her attack.

      He staggered back, keeping her briefly at bay with wild slashes from his remaining dagger. She switched fighting styles, coming at him with both daggers. Azatok tried to adjust his defenses, but his wounds were mounting, and he knew he was slowing.

      He breathed frantically, continuing the change, and gained another meter in height. He towered over her now, but she darted in again, scoring his side with his own dagger. It carved a line of pain, adding to the chorus.

      He swiped half-heartedly at her retreating form, but focused on his breathing. He gained another meter.

      She never let up, stabbing and slashing. Somehow, he survived the onslaught. He grew taller, his reach greater. It became easier to keep her away, and he gained a brief respite to think. He needed to regain the offense, but it was unclear how he could do that, even now that he was in his greater form.

      Blood poured from his wrist, and the hand had gone numb. His back throbbed, and a thick flow of blood stained his fur all the way down his leg. Dozens of small cuts scored his hide—none fatal, but their accumulated damage a drain on his strength.

      “You’re larger now,” Fizgig taunted from just out of reach. “But you are injured and slow. Time is on my side. Surrender, and I will allow you to live.”

      Azatok saw red. He charged, bellowing his rage as he brought his now much larger dagger down toward Fizgig. She stood placidly until the very last instant, then leapt over his blow, digging her blade into his knuckle. She flipped onto his wrist, bringing the plasma blade down in a tight arc. The weapon sliced bone and flesh, completing the destruction Takkar had begun. His hand, still holding his dagger, crashed to the deck.

      Fizgig sprinted up his arm, but Azatok knocked her away with his forearm. Blood pumped from his severed stump, and from his many other wounds. Black spots danced in his vision, but he refused to be beaten. He struggled to keep Fizgig in sight, but she’d engaged her stealth belt, and he’d lost the shimmer.

      She appeared suddenly, at the edge of his blind spot. Her dagger lashed out, sinking into his calf. He roared, swiping at her with his stump. Fizgig rolled away, coming to her feet on the other side of the area.

      Azatok limped toward her, forcing her toward the edge of the island. He launched a low kick, capitalizing on his greater reach. Fizgig effortlessly rolled under his foot, stabbing her dagger into the same calf. She tore a ragged meter-long gash in his leg, and he collapsed to the island, unable to support himself on the injured limb.

      “I will give you one last chance at the mercy you denied my people,” the Tigris said. “Surrender, and I will let you live.” There was no emotion in her voice, no hatred or anger. No need for revenge. This was simply business to her.

      “Never,” Azatok roared. He forced himself to one knee, scanning for her. There was no sign of her, either because she was in his blind spot or because she was using the belt.

      Above him, the crowd had gone still. None uttered a word. Only the artificial wind broke the silence.

      “Very well,” Fizgig whispered into his ear. She was perched there, right on his shoulder. He had no idea how she’d gotten there undetected, and no time to wonder about it. Her dagger tore into his throat, ending his ability to speak even as his lifeblood fountained onto the hot sand.

      Azatok collapsed onto his back, staring up in the direction of the apex island, a place few knew existed.

      Flashes of plasma came from atop it. Someone was fighting. No! Someone was assaulting the beacon. He had to do something, had to get word to Utfa.

      Azatok struggled onto his stomach, crawling toward the edge of the island. They must be warned.

      A soft hum heralded the plasma blade that brought blissful oblivion.
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      Fizgig extinguished her blade, struggling to catch her breath. A stitch of fire lived in her side, one of the worst cramps she’d ever suffered. Her leg ached abominably. Worse, she was covered in sticky, black Ganog blood. It would take many baths to remove all of it.

      “Which of you wishes to be next?” she roared, looking up at the assembled audience. They stared at her, a hundred different versions of the same horrified expression. She’d killed their champion, and she’d made it appear easy, though it had been anything but. She sucked in a deep breath, booming her next words. “No one?”

      As if to punctuate her sentence, a deep whoomp came from above. She recognized the sound. It was the Ganog explosive, ferrogel. The crowd began peering uneasily upward, still uncertain what to do.

      A larger explosion sounded, and stone tumbled down from above as a part of the ceiling collapsed. Disks zoomed away as the crowd finally broke and ran. Boulders crushed several disks, only adding to the crowd’s panic.

      Aluki’s familiar cruiser descended through the hole in the spire, disappearing above the Apex island. She realized her companions didn’t know she was here, and they were too far away for her to reach. Nor could she communicate directly with them.

      That meant they could not rescue her, but it didn’t matter. She would finally meet death.

      She walked away from Azatok’s corpse, sitting heavily in the dirt.  Purring, she began to groom. At least she would die clean.

      Somehow, Khar had succeeded in reaching the beacon. Goddess willing, he’d be able to seize control of it. More explosions came from above, and the whine of engines grew louder. Fizgig looked up, her tongue still sticking out. Aluki’s cruiser was approaching the arena.

      The external speakers crackled with static, then Aluki’s voice echoed through the spire. “Mmm, hello there, Admiral. Would you like a ride to safety?”

      The ramp at the base of the ship extended, and Fizgig rose with a painful pop in her hip. She limped over to the ramp, where Khar and Zakanna were waiting for her.

      “Quickly,” Khar called, sprinting down the ramp. He wrapped an arm around her waist, helping her up the ramp. She longed to push him away, but wasn’t positive she could make it up the ramp unaided. Emotional and physical exhaustion were threatening to pull her under.

      “Release me,” she snapped the instant she was across the threshold. Khar did as she asked, and Fizgig limped to the wall. She slid to the ground, her back against the blessedly cool metal. The ramp slid shut, and her stomach lurched as the ship began to ascend. “How did you know I was here?”

      “I spotted you when Zakanna and I were infiltrating the spire. Your fight with Azatok was broadcast to the whole Imperium, and it made an excellent distraction.” Khar gave her a toothy smile. “After we destroyed the beacon—”

      “You destroyed the beacon?” Fizgig said, blinking.

      “It was the only way,” Khar said. “The defensive force guarding it was too great to overcome.”

      “We did all we could.” Zakanna rested a hand on Fizgig’s shoulder.

      Fizgig glared at her until she removed it.

      “You’ve done well,” Fizgig said. “At the very least, the Void Wraith are free. Let us be away from this world.” She leaned her head back against the wall. Once again, she’d cheated death. Perhaps she was destined to die in her bed, after all.

      She smiled, reveling in the fact that not only had she slain the man who’d burnt New Jaguara to ash, but that his humiliating death had been broadcast to the entire Imperium.

      Perhaps now these Ganog would learn to respect the Tigris.
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      Burke leaned into the harness, triggering the mech’s main booster. It soared into the air, vaulting the bug attempting to grapple him. Another rushed forward, but Burke sliced it in half with his mech’s plasma blade. He slammed into his command couch as his mech was knocked forward from behind.

      The ground rushed up at the cockpit, then metal shrieked as forty-five tons of tritanium pulverized stone. A klaxon sounded, and warning lights appeared in the mech’s right arm and shoulder.

      “There sure are a lot of these things,” Burke muttered, flipping his mech over onto its back. A bug landed on his chest, thrusting its stinger into his mech’s leg. It slid easily into the tritanium, and Burke realized that if he were a person, whatever poison this thing was using would have instantly entered his bloodstream. These things would be hideously effective against Ganog.

      Good thing he wasn’t a Ganog. Burke seized the bug by its head and squeezed. The resulting pop triggered a gag reflex. Damn, these things were disgusting.

      At least he couldn’t smell them.

      High above, the queen slowly approached the Demetrius, her long tail circling behind her, coiling for a strike. The Demetrius, as he’d ordered, fell back. A flurry of Theta cannon shots rippled from her aft guns, tearing into the queen, who shrieked as chunks of flesh and chitin were blown free.

      The queen spat a mass of gelatinous yellow goo that covered three of the Theta cannons on the aft side. She angled her flight to take advantage of the blind spot, dodging another volley as she moved out of the firing arc of the remaining cannons.

      She spat another gob of goo, covering more cannons. The goo began to spread across the hull, moving to engulf the next cannon. This only enlarged the blind spot, allowing the queen to fly closer. She was narrowing the gap with alarming speed.

      Burke had a choice: Try to save the doomed Nyar leadership who didn’t want to be saved, or try to save his ship. He wasn’t likely to succeed at either.

      “Alpha Company, disengage and return to the Demetrius. Looks like the queen is taking the guns out with some sort of adhesive goo. Let’s see if we can burn that crap off.”

      Burke leapt into the air, pouring thrust into all boosters. His mech rocketed toward the Demetrius, gliding around swarms of bugs as he rapidly approached. The queen grew larger and larger on his view screen. Swarms of insects—hundreds upon hundreds—flowed out from holes in her carapace.

      Behind him, the survivors of Alpha Company leapt into the air and followed into combat. They were economical in both their flight path and their use of ordnance, firing only when picking off a bug would shorten their route.

      “The swarm is aware of us,” Burke said, dropping into a quick dive as a cloud of bugs moved in his direction. “We’ve got more speed, but they’ve got the edge in maneuverability. Full thrust. Let’s outrun these bastards.”

      Burke shot back up toward the Demetrius in a steep climb. He passed one of the bugs and the flame from his boosters roasted its wings. The creature fluttered to the ground, receding almost instantly as Burke continued to climb.

      He reached an even altitude with the Demetrius and tapped the magnify button on his console. The screen zoomed in on the cannons, showing the goo flowing over them. It moved like a self-aware creature, skipping the hull and focusing solely on the cannons.

      Burke blasted over to the closest cannon, whipping his mech’s legs around so the thrusters faced the goo. He fired a low level burst, whooping as the goo boiled away. “Use your thrusters, boys. We can burn this crap right off.”

      A deafening shriek drowned out all communications, then the queen slammed into the side of the Demetrius. Burke was blasted violently away, his mech spinning uncontrollably as he plummeted toward the ground.

      He took deep breaths, focusing on his training. “C’mon, man. You’ve got this.”

      Burke righted his trajectory, feathering his thrusters to gain more control. Above, the queen’s stinger had punctured the ship’s stern and now lay embedded in the metal. Her six legs had enfolded the Demetrius, crushing it against her thorax. Smaller bugs swarmed the vessel, searching for any way inside the vessel.

      “Kay, can you give me a status report?” Burke asked, voice cracking.

      “Not good, sir,” Kay replied, forlornly. “The Theta cannons cannot be fired at close range without inflicting significant damage to the Demetrius. Even if they could, preliminary data suggests that the damage would be insufficient to cause this creature to disengage. I’d recommend fleeing, sir. This battle is over.”

      Dense, black smoke poured from one of the Demetrius’s engines, and the battleship slowly plummeted toward the jungle. She was going down, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.
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      The alien scaffolding supporting the Omega retracted, and Nolan took an experimental step. It wasn’t at all like piloting a mech. Piloting this thing was as simple as walking, a beautiful interface that explained why these things had been so deadly. He was the Omega.

      He turned to face the battle raging over the south side of the city, where the buildings were swallowed by the forest. Hunks of debris rained from the Demetrius, as the queen sank her legs deeper into the ship. Her tail coiled more tightly around the stern, crushing several Theta cannons.

      “Major Burke, we’re finally inbound,” Nolan offered, starting the Omega into a trot. Every step pulverized a city block, sending a tremor through the forest.

      “If you’re in a position to help, now’s the time,” Burke said, panting into the comm. “Is that thing operational?”

      “We’re about to find out,” Nolan muttered, moving into a sprint. The Omega shot forward, knocking buildings and trees aside as it closed with the queen. Thus far, she hadn’t reacted to their presence, though swarms of smaller bugs were already moving in their direction. “Burke, what’s the status of the Nyar leadership?”

      “They stayed behind for a heroic last stand,” Burke said. “We disengaged to help the Demetrius. It wasn’t my first choice, but seemed like the best option.”

      “I’d have done the same. We can’t save people who don’t want saving. Let’s see if we can give you some support. Nolan out.” He turned the comm off, and focused on the battle.

      He was perhaps a thousand meters below the queen, but she was getting closer as the Demetrius descended toward the trees. Smoke billowed from both engines, and only the secondary thrusters prevented the battleship from going into free fall.

      “Nyar, this thing has a cannon in the chest, but I can’t find any way to fire it,” Nolan said, glancing down at the Omega’s chest. “Any suggestions?”

      “You are not meant to,” Nyar rumbled. The voice sounded like it was coming from directly behind Nolan’s ear. “One of your co-pilots will fuel the weapon with their own essence.”

      “Allow me to tend to this,” Kokar growled.

      Energy surged in the Omega’s reactor, pooling in a brilliant mass at the cannon’s heart. It built for a precise three seconds, then a cerulean beam cut through the swarms and into the queen. Two of her legs were sheered off, and she released the Demetrius with a ground-shaking shriek.

      Her multifaceted eyes fixed on the Omega, and she glided in their direction.

      “Looks like you got her attention, sir,” Hannan said, tension thickening her voice. “This thing have any defenses?”

      The queen spat a gob of yellowish ichor in their direction, enough of it to cover even the Omega. Nolan tried to guide Nyar out of the way, taking a big step backward. The goo adjusted its flight, like a living thing.

      “Allow me, Captain,” Yulo said.

      Nolan relaxed, allowing the master to assume control. The Omega flipped backward, kicking off a building, then landing behind another. It was the most impressive display of acrobatics Nolan had ever seen.

      He didn’t have long to enjoy it. “Crap! Brace yourselves, it’s still coming.” Nolan shifted the Omega into a defensive stance as the goo whipped around the building they were sheltering behind. Nolan raised Nyar’s arm to keep the goo from covering their face.

      The goo stopped a mere fifty meters from them, slamming into a glittering, blue shield—the kind of shield that protected a Void Wraith harvester.

      “Sir, I think I did that,” Hannan said. It sounded like she was gritting her teeth. “It’s like holding a couple hundred pounds over my head. Can’t do this for much longer.”

      The goo flowed around the impact point, trying to find a way inside the barrier. Nolan swept the Omega’s plasma blade in a tight arc, burning away a section of goo. Several more strikes took care of most of it.

      “Barrier down,” Hannan gasped, as the shimmering field disappeared. The last few wisps of greenish goo fell lifelessly to the ground.

      “Incoming,” Nuchik called frantically.

      The smaller swarms had finally reached them, covering the head as they began gouging armor with their stingers. One slammed into the eye, piercing it with a stinger. That sensor went dark, adding a blind spot to Nolan’s vision.

      He reached down and ripped a lingering redwood from the knee joint, to us as a club. Every swat knocked dozens of bugs from the air, clearing a spot around the face.

      “Nyar, give us something to work with,” Nolan roared, lurching away from the swarm. He batted another dozen bugs from the Omega’s face, but dozens more filled the gap.

      “Hang on,” Hannan yelled. “I’ve got something.”

      The Omega began to vibrate and the air around them blurred like a heat mirage. A pulse of subsonic energy exploded outward, knocking away the bugs. Every bug affected by the wave fell from the sky and crashed to the city below. The wave rippled outward for several kilometers, dropping tens of thousands to the ground.

      “Nice work, Hannan. Burke, any chance Alpha can take advantage of this? Those bugs are dazed, but they’re going to get back up.”

      “Affirmative.” Theta cannon shots whined in the background. “I think we can reach the spire where the Ganog survivors are holed up. If you can deal with her royal sliminess, I think we can carve up the little ones. We’ll establish a perimeter around the Nyar leadership.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Nolan looked upward with the Omega’s one remaining eye, just in time to see the queen kick off the Demetrius. The battleship’s ragged form crept away, smoke pouring from dozens of structural fires. Both main engines were still dark, and he only spotted a few functional cannons.

      She’d been through the wringer, but she was still flying.

      “Kokar, can you fire that cannon again?”

      “In a moment, Captain,” Kokar rumbled. A quaver ran through his voice. “Both it, and I, need to recharge.”

      “That might explain why the Omegas only fired once each when they took this planet. Maybe it takes a pilot,” Nolan mused, still focused on the queen. “All right, let’s see if we can get her to come to us.”

      He sprinted forward, charging down a wide street, then leapt into the air and wrapped a metal hand around the midsection of one of the largest spires. He used it to increase his momentum, flinging himself even higher in the air.

      He arced his plasma blade around in a brutal slash, but the queen twisted out of the way. Her tail darted forward, snaking around the Omega’s right leg. She flew upward, beating her wings furiously as she carried them ever higher.

      The ground receded at an alarming rate, and try as he might, Nolan was unable to connect with the giant bug. She kept twisting at the last second, jerking them with her tail so the blows missed. Nolan finally got a hand around the tail, pinning it in place. He rammed the plasma blade into the thick, chitinous hide.

      The queen shrieked, kicking them away from her with her remaining legs. Nolan held on. He ripped his plasma blade from the tail and brought it up in a wide slash, severing the tail in a spray of brown-yellow ichor. The queen shrieked again, struggling to gain altitude. She receded above them as they fell, unable to stop the Omega’s fall.

      “Hannan, any chance you can get that shield back online?” Nolan asked, praying silently.

      “On it, sir,” Hannan replied, tense but confident.

      They plummeted toward the ground, and Nolan shifted Nyar so they could see it rushing up at them. They only had a few seconds. He winced, resisting the urge to tell Hannan to hurry.

      A moment before impact, the energy barrier swung back into place. They slammed into the ground with the force of a meteor, blasting a wave of stone, metal, and earth in all directions. The blast leveled a quarter of the city, though thankfully not an occupied quarter.

      “Nyar, is there any way to know what systems have been damaged?” Nolan asked. He guided the Omega back to its feet, crushing several large trees as he stood.

      “The Omega will repair itself, as able. Like the cannon, it will draw on a pilot to fuel repairs.”

      Yulo spoke, his voice thick with concentration. “I believe I can accelerate those repairs, Captain.”

      “Do that.” Nolan took a wobbly step around a stand of trees to get a better look at the Nameless One’s retreating form. The queen was still gaining altitude, and in a few more minutes would break orbit. “If she makes it to the Kthul fleet we’ll never stop her. Kokar, I need that cannon, and I need it now.”

      “I believe I can fire the cannon, Captain, but it’s an impossible shot. She’s nearly broken orbit. Even if I hit her, the blow will not be fatal.”

      “We have to try,” Nolan thought aloud. Then he laughed. “Wait a minute, we’ve got the best sniper in the fleet. Nuchik, can you make that shot?”

      “Second or third best,” Nuchik replied, “but I think I can probably hit that bitch.”

      Nolan ceded control, and the Omega dropped to one knee. It aimed the cannon skyward, tracking the queen’s flight. Kokar and Nuchik both screamed, their combined voices growing louder as the cannon charged. A beam of brilliant, blue energy shot into the sky, aimed unerringly at the tiny speck the queen had become.

      Nolan willed the Omega’s remaining eye to magnify, zooming in to see the queen. She was hideous—and then she was dead. The beam punched through the rear of her thorax, exiting through her mouth. Waves of energy pulsed outward, and she exploded into yellow-brown mist.

      “Just like a bug hitting a windshield,” Hannan said, a little awe in her voice. “I think I kind of like this mech, sir. Hope we get to keep it.”

      “Congratulations, Pilot,” Nyar interrupted. “You have slain a Nameless One. A young one, but an impressive feat nonetheless. You have saved countless worlds from being devoured.”

      “It isn’t the first Nameless One I’ve killed, and I promise it won’t be the last.” Nolan grinned, thrusting the Omega’s fist into the air. “So, Nuchik, Kokar, how do you feel about delivering me some dead Kthul dreadnoughts? I count four.”

      “Just let me catch my breath,” Nuchik panted. “Kokar, you ready for this?”

      “A moment, and then we shall end our hated foes once and for all,” Kokar roared.
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      T’kon stared out the observation dome, taking in the nebula staining the stars a bright green. He’d been staring at the same nebula for a week, and the view had lost its majesty. He itched to act. The waiting was excruciating.

      “You sent word that you have finally chosen a course,” Jehanna said, her robes swishing as she pressed up against his back. “Where will you take the fleet?”

      “I will tend to the survival of our race,” T’kon said, turning to face her. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her closer. “The needs of our clan must come second. If the day comes when the Azi are no more, than so be it.”

      “I do not envy you the choice,” she whispered, resting her head against his shoulder. “Were it me, I would be weak. I would return to reclaim our home world. Especially knowing that Oako has but a single dreadnought guarding it. If not there, then where have you chosen?”

      “I’ve chosen the place where we can make the most difference. Only one clan is still strong enough to resist the Nameless Ones.” T’kon turned to the techsmith. “Order the fleet to warp to Nyar. Tell them to ready for combat.”

      “Yes, Clan Leader,” the Saurian said, giving a respectful bow. He turned with dignity, closing his eyes. Pulses of data flowed to and from his arcanotome.

      “Thank you,” T’kon said, drawing a surprised glance from his wife. He smiled down at her. “I learned many things during my time as clanless, wife. The ka’tok are not less than us. They are worthy of respect, even if they fill a different role in our society. Treating them as allies, instead of as slaves, ensures that they are invested in our joint future.”

      “I do not know how I feel about this change to our customs,” Jehanna said, blinking. She disengaged from him, peering up at the observation dome as the warp began.

      T’kon waited for his innards to stop twisting, then immediately scanned the system they’d arrived in. He’d heard of the legendary world, but had never been to Nyar. The first thing he noticed was the sea of asteroids. No doubt they’d been clustered densely around the planet, but with no warp anchor to hold them in position, they’d begun to drift. Most had drifted outward, but the defense satellites were busily destroying those that strayed too close to the planet.

      The enemy fleet lay beyond a field of rock—four dreadnoughts and a host of cruisers. That would make this a roughly equal fight.

      “Cut a path through the asteroids,” T’kon ordered, “and concentrate all fire on the closest dreadnought. Deploy fighters, with orders to harass the smaller ships.” He paced back and forth as he stared at the enemy fleet.

      His own fleet began to move, swarming toward the enemy. That enemy was probably just becoming aware of their presence. If he was fortunate, it was possible their commanding officer wasn’t even on the command island.

      The dreadnought rumbled as the main cannon built energy. A beam of scarlet shot into the black, disintegrating asteroids before slamming into the side of the enemy dreadnought. Ripples of scarlet passed through the shield, but it held. Until the other three cannons fired.

      Armor fountained from the wounds, followed by puffs of blue-white atmosphere flooding into space. The enemy shields quickly patched the holes, but that only stripped them of their ability to protect the rest of the vessel.

      Fighters winged toward the enemy, clusters swarming around cruisers and frigates. The Kthul ships fought back, destroying a smattering of fighters even as their own vessels were cut down. The first wave was a dramatic success, simply because the enemy wasn’t prepared.

      “Have the fighters penetrate deeper into the enemy fleet. Keep them on the defensive,” T’kon ordered, clasping his hands behind his back.

      “Command suits you,” Jehanna said, smiling.

      “I’ve missed it,” T’kon said, his gaze never leaving the battle. He turned to the techsmith. “How long until the next cannon volley?”

      “We are nearly ready,” the Saurian said, running a forked tongue along its scaly lips. “Firing, Clan Leader.”

      The dreadnought rumbled again, as it and its sisters fired again at the wounded dreadnought. This time, the shields did little. The volley tore mortal wounds, and the enemy ship broke at the keel. Two pieces began drifting toward the atmosphere. It looked like they’d come down over the southern ocean, on the least populated part of the planet.

      The enemy was coming about now, their three remaining dreadnoughts pivoting to deal with T’kon’s forces. He smiled grimly as his fighters savaged their smaller ships. Enemy fighters were no doubt scrambling, but every moment they were absent meant the destruction of more support ships.

      This, too, was something T’kon had learned as a hunter. The dreadnoughts were impressive, but the smaller ships were necessary to administer a realm. Destroy them, and you had nothing to protect your worlds. Removing them here wouldn’t decide the battle, but it would cripple the Kthul in the days to come.

      “Enemy dreadnoughts are firing, Clan Leader,” the techsmith said, with a slight bow.

      Four rivers of scarlet energy converged on T’kon’s vessel, and the shield rippled red as it struggled to protect them. It failed. High above, armor screamed as superheated chunks exploded into space. T’kon spun to face the techsmith. “Order our dreadnought to retreat behind the others. The Yog’s Blessing and the Void Hunter are to protect our flanks.”

      “Husband?” Jehanna asked, clearly confused.

      “Personal glory is worthless if we are dead, my wife,” T’kon explained, grinning at her. “Honor dictates that I keep our vessel in the fight until the end—but that’s madness. Another volley will destroy us.”

      “Cannons ready, Clan Leader,” the techsmith informed him.

      “Have all vessels fire on the closest dreadnought,” T’kon ordered, folding his arms. These next few moments would be critical.

      The volley savaged the enemy’s shield, and tore significant rents in the hull. A few moments later, the enemy fired as well, focusing on the Kavast. The dreadnought weathered the storm, barely.

      “Order the Kavast to the rear of our ranks, and move into position to fire on the wounded enemy dreadnought.” T’kon began pacing again, praying this strategy would work.

      His flagship came around, its cannon charging. It fired, the scarlet beam punching through the wounded dreadnought and emerging from the other side. Structural fires blossomed throughout, and the doomed vessel began tumbling toward the atmosphere.

      “Have our wounded vessels fall back. The fresh dreadnoughts will screen us.” T’kon smiled triumphantly as the second enemy dreadnought plummeted toward the world below.

      The first part of the battle had gone well. This next part would be more costly, and he was resigned to losing at least one dreadnought—most probably his own.

      If so, they would go down fighting.

      Fighters were now streaming from the two surviving dreadnoughts, but it was far too little, far too late. The Azi fighters converged on them even as they launched, cutting them down before they could establish any sort of lines.

      But that did nothing to stop the enemy cannons. The familiar scarlet glow built around their weapons, both aimed in T’kon’s direction.

      A beam of pure white boiled up through the atmosphere, slamming into the closer of the two dreadnoughts. The vessel was vaporized instantly.

      The second dreadnought’s cannon fired and the shot slammed into T’kon’s flagship. Huge chunks of molten metal were flung into space, but the hull held.

      There was a sharp flash as the last enemy vessel disappeared.

      The techsmith stated the obvious: “The last enemy dreadnought has warped away. The enemy lines are buckling.”

      “They’ve abandoned their support ships,” T’kon said, laughing. “Order the fighters to finish them off, then contact Captain Nolan to inform him that we’ve secured the space around Nyar. The Kthul will never recover from this loss.”
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      Utfa glanced up curiously, his eye drawn by flashes of light and plasma fire. Clusters of sleek, blue harvesters were decloaking around every Kthul vessel orbiting Imperalis, balls of blue plasma streaking into their shields.

      A beam of pure white shot from the planet, then another. The third came straight for his vessel, slamming into the dreadnought.

      Utfa fell heavily, sliding across the command disk as it crashed into a neighboring island. He clutched at the edge, just barely halting his slide. The Saurian techsmith wasn’t so lucky, tumbling silently past him, into the abyss.

      The disk righted, and Utfa climbed back to his feet. The instant it was close enough, he leaped from the disk onto the much larger command island and rolled back to his feet. He stared through the observation dome in horror, watching as the Void Wraith swarmed the Kthul fleet.

      Another beam of pure white boiled up from the planet, ripping into his fleet. Two more shots quickly followed, and the Unending Faith came apart at the seams, detonating into a blinding supernova. The Void Wraith Omegas were using the planetary cannons, the very same he’d used to secure this planet in the first place.

      Another techsmith zoomed over, hopping from the transport disk. He dropped to one knee and properly averted his gaze. “Orders, Clan Leader?”

      “Warp us to Kthul, immediately,” Utfa snapped, thankful to have something to vent his rage upon. There was no salvaging the situation. The best he could hope for was survival, though surviving also meant facing the Nameless Ones.

      The techsmith closed his eyes, and an instant later Utfa’s insides twisted. They appeared in a clear patch of space above a green world. His world. Utfa took a calming breath, then looked for other vessels. There were none.

      “Status of the rest of the fleet?” Utfa demanded.

      “They are unable to warp, Clan Leader. Something the Void Wraith have done prevents them from fleeing.” The techsmith remained kneeling, but looked ready to bolt.

      “Then we are alone,” Utfa muttered, shoulders slumping. He didn’t know how, but Zakanna had overwhelmed the beacon. Its destruction meant that the Void Wraith might very well kill them all.

      “Clan Leader?” the techsmith asked, hesitantly.

      “What?” he roared, turning his ire on the unfortunate Saurian.

      “We’ve just received word from Nyar. I…recommend you review the battle record.”

      Utfa closed his eyes, focusing on the pulses of data flowing from his arcanotome. They resolved into a holographic insect larger than a planetstrider. The Nameless One—it could only be that—flew frantically upward, beating titanic wings as it sought to escape the planet’s atmosphere.

      Beneath, a battered Omega took aim, carefully lining up a shot.

      “No. No.” Utfa’s eyes snapped open, and he reached for the Saurian. The techsmith wasn’t there. It had wisely fled the rage it knew Utfa to be feeling. “How can this be? How did they kill a Nameless One? How did we lose our entire fleet?”

      Utfa fell to his knees. His fleet had been divided, two thirds at Imperalis and one third at Nyar. He’d thought doing so would prevent it from being obliterated. Even if one fleet was lost, he’d still have the other, or so he’d thought. Now, he had nothing.

      The Kthul had lost everything.

      No. Not everything, boomed a terrible voice, deep in the recesses of his mind.

      A vessel warped into orbit around the planet Kthul, then another, and a third. But…they weren’t vessels. They were…monstrous, living things. Writhing their way toward Kthul.

      Utfa’s eyes widened as he beheld the spawn of the Nameless Ones. Each was horrifyingly different, alike only in their sheer size and the terror they invoked.

      “What have you done?” he whispered, knowing the voice would hear.

      You were warned that the consequences of failure would be dire. One of our progeny is dead, because of your incompetence. You were asked to deliver a conquered world, with no forces to defend it. And you have done so, if not in the manner of your choosing.

      The Nameless Ones swarmed Kthul’s cities, each belching clouds of smaller creatures. A few vessels attempted to break atmosphere, but they were quickly overwhelmed. Only a full dreadnought—something the Kthul no longer possessed—would have a prayer of fighting one of the Nameless Ones.

      Ufta realized how he had been duped. His forces were spent, leaving his people naked before the storm. He closed his eyes, overwhelmed by a sudden flood of data, streaming into his mind from every world in the Kthul’s control. He fought to make sense of the data, recoiling when he finally understood. “No, it cannot be.”

      It is, the voice boomed. My children arrive on a dozen worlds. They devour your clan, wiping you clean from the universe. And when they are finished, they will retreat back into the Void, to digest and grow stronger. There they will slumber, until they hunger again.

      “No,” Utfa snapped, rising to his full height. “The Kthul still possess one dreadnought, and I will use it to fight you.”

      Try.

      Utfa whirled to face the techsmith. “Ready the main cannon. Fire at the closest Nameless One.”

      “I cannot, Clan Leader.” The Saurian looked up, gaze calculating. “It is heresy to fire upon a Nameless One.”

      At first, he could only stare, uncomprehending. Then he realized the full scale of what the Nameless Ones had achieved, of how fully they’d enslaved his people.

      Utfa began to laugh, rolling waves of it until tears streamed down his disfigured cheeks. He’d been beaten, on every level. The Nameless Ones would devour his clan, and likely all Ganog. Serving them had been a terrible, tragic mistake. The power he’d been granted was hollow. Worthless.

      He turned to the edge of the island, and dove off. Utfa stared up at the observation dome, watching it grow further away as he fell. There was a split second of pain as his body impacted, and then blissful oblivion.
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      From Nyar’s perspective, Nolan gazed down at the ruined city. Streamers of smoke rose from almost every building, and the streets were littered with the bodies of the fallen, both Ganog and insect. This place had been torn apart, but other than a few small swarms of bugs, every enemy was dead. Alpha Company was still picking those bugs off, herding them toward the Ganog defenders.

      “Looks like the mop-up is well underway,” Hannan said, her tone satisfied.

      “That it does,” Nolan agreed, finally relaxing for the first time in days. Nyar’s posture relaxed as well, mimicking Nolan.

      Thousands of Ganog were emerging from the spires, joining an ever-growing crowd. That crowd was staring and pointing at the Omega.

      “Looks like you’re about to be a hero, Kokar,” Nolan said, laughing.

      “I do not believe so, Captain. I am not the pilot; you are.” His tone was carefully neutral, and Nolan wondered what color his fur would be if he could see it.

      “That’s nonsense. You’re one of the pilots, and it was your cannon shot that killed the Nameless One,” Nolan pointed out. “You played an integral role in the battle that freed this world, at a time when your father, and then Bruth, failed.”

      “He’s got a point,” Hannan agreed.

      “They speak with wisdom, young warrior,” Yulo said. “Your deeds today will live alongside those of your ancestor. Rejoice.”

      “Come on, Kokar,” Nuchik said. “Revel in it a little. We all killed that thing, and you’re a part of that.” Nolan could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Very well,” Kokar said, hesitantly.

      “I imagine those people would love a speech,” Nolan said. “You should talk to them. Nyar, does this thing have external speakers?”

      “Indeed,” Nyar rumbled. “All can hear you now.”

      “You’re on, Kokar,” Nolan said.

      “Nyar Clan, hear me. I am Kokar, son of Grak. Today we have returned the spirit of Nyar to guide our path. Using his mighty war machine, we have slain the Nameless One. Even now, the Kthul fleet retreats, ceding the battle for our world.” Kokar’s voice echoed to every corner of the city. “Tomorrow, we will mourn our dead. Today, we celebrate our survival. ”

      The audience erupted in cheers, and those cheers gradually gave way to cries of “Ko-kar! Ko-kar!”

      Nolan’s perspective shifted violently, and the next thing he knew he was waking up in the chair. The others were sitting up too, each rubbing their head. He had a splitting headache, but even that couldn’t dampen his enthusiasm. They’d won. Barely, but wasn’t that the way it always was?

      “Well said, Kokar.” Annie smacked Kokar on the back, then helped him from his chair. “Y’all did good with the piloting. I think we’ve given those slimy bastards something to think about.”

      “That we have.” Nolan laughed. He clapped Nuchik on the shoulder. “That was a great shot at the end. Nice work.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to make it if Hannan hadn’t saved our collective asses from that fall,” Nuchik pointed out, nodding to Hannan.

      “Indeed,” Yulo said, clasping his hands before his chest and bowing. “We make an impressive team.”

      “Major Burke, are you on the line?” Nolan asked into his comm.

      “I sure am. That was a hell of a stunt, but I’m only giving you an eight out of ten because of the face plant thing. And besides, this wasn’t as inventive as warping a planetstrider into orbit.” Over the comm, Nolan heard the whole company burst into laughter. “So now what?”

      “We’ve secured the Nyar alliance. We help Kokar consolidate power, and then we head back to Admiral Fizgig for new orders. I think your babysitting days are over, Major.”

      “I hope so. You make a terrible baby.” Burke laughed. “I’ll get my people on repairing the Demetrius. Kay says she’ll fly, but we’re down seventy percent of her cannons. She needs time in dock.”

      “I’m sure Fizgig can arrange that. You did a hell of a job today, Major. It’s been a pleasure working with you.”

      “You too, Captain. I never thought I’d say this, but I think we might end up friends.”

      Nolan laughed. “Don’t get soft on me, Major.”

      “Never. Burke out.”

      Nolan turned back to the blue core floating in the center of the room. Speaking with Nyar would answer a lot of questions. They could finally learn more about who created the Omegas, and why. About the Nameless Ones, and their goals.

      But all that could come later. For now, it was time to celebrate their shared survival.
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      Khar watched through the viewport as Aluki’s cruiser blasted out through the hole in the top of the Royal Spire, hopefully for the last time. Sporadic fighting had enveloped the entire capital, with Void Wraith harvesters making attack runs at Ganog cruisers.

      Thousands of Judicators roamed every ring, cutting down anyone who attempted to make it to their vessels. It was a slaughter, one the Ganog had no prayer of evading. They were both outnumbered and outgunned, their planetstriders cut down by the superior Omegas.

      “This is an extermination,” Khar said, horrified. “They are not just killing Ganog, but all races.”

      “Perhaps it is just as well that our fleet isn’t here,” Fizgig said, her tail swishing over her shoulder. “I’ve a feeling that the Void Wraith would welcome more targets.”

      “We failed,” Zakanna said, hanging her head. Her fur rippled to a muted blue. Khar put a comforting arm around her.

      “Did we?” Fizgig asked. Zakanna looked up, and Fizgig smiled. “It is true that you were unable to retake your world, but that was never the ultimate goal. You wanted to deny it to your enemy, and you have done that.”

      “I’ve lost our world to…to I don’t even know to what,” Zakanna said, beginning to pace. “No emperor or empress has ever lost Imperalis, and they certainly haven’t given it to another species.”

      “Ultimately, I do not think they are another species,” Aluki corrected gently, waddling into the hold. Khar didn’t see Halut, so he assumed the Whalorian must be piloting the ship. “Mmm, remember these Void Wraith were all created from the warriors and leaders among your own species. These Void Wraith are, ultimately, your ancestors.”

      “What will they do now, do you think?” Khar rumbled, thankful that the Void Wraith had no way of detecting their superior cloaking. If they had, odds were good they’d already be dead.

      All three Omegas were firing torrents of white plasma into orbit, detonating dreadnoughts as harvesters swarmed around them like piranha. For some reason, the Kthul fleet was unable to warp. That meant their utter destruction. If not for the cruiser’s cloaking, they’d likely be meeting the same fate.

      The cruiser rose above the city, rattling as it fought against the world’s gravity. Finally, they punched through the atmosphere and into orbit. Below, the signs of battle were now difficult to see. But they were still there. Flashes from the Omegas occasionally shot skyward, and large explosions came from the city as vessels were shot down trying to flee the world.

      The explosions below gradually died down, as did those in orbit. Within a few more minutes the Kthul fleet had been destroyed, and the city presumably pacified.

      “Wait, what’s happening down there?” Zakanna asked, peering through the viewport.

      Khar didn’t know, but something strange was happening. The world was beginning to crack apart, deep fissures running across every visible continent. Oceans drained away, though Khar had no idea where they were draining to. The spires of Imperalis disappeared under a tide of lava, swept away as if they’d never been.

      A cloud of earth, stone, and dust burst from the world. When that cloud began to clear, Khar could only stare.

      A smooth, blue sphere sat where Imperalis had been; as they watched, it began to reconfigure itself. It elongated, metal rippling as its form shifted.

      Khar rested a paw against the viewport, in awe. “By the goddess, that’s a ship.”

      “Indeed,” Fizgig said, showing little emotion. She stared impassively at the planet-sized vessel. “I’d wondered who constructed the cities here. Now we know. Imperalis must have been built by the first Void Wraith, at the direction of the Nameless Ones.”

      “The entire world was a weapon,” Zakanna whispered. “A weapon we just gave to the Void Wraith.”

      The ship’s moon-sized engines flared to life, and it began moving toward the sun. At first, Khar believed that it must be a Helios-capable vessel. But the ship stopped, going into stationary orbit just a few AU from the star.

      “What are they doing?” he asked.

      “Mmm, charging perhaps?” Aluki suggested.

      They all watched, speechless. After a few more minutes the ship winked out of existence. The cloud of Void Wraith harvesters winked out as well.

      “Where did they go?” Khar wondered.

      “We may never know,” Fizgig said. She began to purr. “I suspect that, wherever it is, the Nameless Ones will not be happy about it.”

      “Mmm, Admiral, we’re receiving a communication from Nyar,” Aluki said, tapping a sequence on the pilot’s console.

      Nolan’s face sprang up on the holographic projector. “Admiral! Great news. We’ve brought the Nyar into the war, and have successfully liberated the planet. We managed to kill a Nameless One, too.”

      “Well done, Nolan. I have news as well,” Fizgig said. Even from several feet away, Khar could hear her purring. “The Kthul fleet over Imperalis was destroyed, along with every Ganog loyal to the Nameless Ones. The Kthul have few military forces remaining.”

      “T’kon warped in to help mop up the last Kthul here, so I think you’re right about that,” Nolan said. He took a drink from a tak horn, and Khar realized Nolan was smiling a great deal more than usual. “T’kon’s got four dreadnoughts remaining, plus three more that have rallied behind Kokar. The Demetrius can fly, but she’s going to need time in dry dock.”

      “Izzat the Admiral?” came a male voice from off screen. Burke came into the picture, wearing an even bigger grin than Nolan. “We frakking did it, Admiral. If you were here, I’d raise a glass to you.” He drank deeply from the horn.

      “Are the two of you drunk?” Fizgig asked, her tail swishing with disapproval.

      “Not as drunk as we’re going to be,” Nolan said, grinning at the camera one last time. “Nolan out.”

      Khar boomed with laughter. Somehow, they’d won. A Nameless One killed. The Kthul military wiped out. There were battles yet to come, but for the time being, they could finally rest.
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