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      It looked like the surface of the San Francisco Bay, shimmering as it caught the afternoon light. It moved like it was alive—an organism that seemed at once familiar and alien. Shoji felt like he could reach out and touch it, but the moment before his skin brushed against the intangible surface, he would pull away, his heart surging, sure that he was seconds from being pulled into an abyss.

      The screen turned black. Shoji Mora sat upright in his chair, only now realizing that he was hunched forward, his elbows digging into his desk. He cleared his throat and regained his composure.

      “Well, Captain Mora? What do you think?” The suit asking the question, who clutched the remote in his hand like it was a royal scepter, was like any of the other dozen Shoji had encountered since arriving at the Manifest Industries satellite office in Santa Barbara. Bland suit, bland face, empty smile, and words heavy with platitudes.

      “Great.”

      The suit rocked back on his heels, offended, though he never let his smile slip. “Great? This is probably the most groundbreaking innovation of our lifetime. You just witnessed a monumental shift in humanity’s fortunes, sir.”

      Shoji scratched at his arm, feeling the smooth surface beneath his white button-up shirt. He hadn’t worn a tie since his graduation from the academy. It felt like a noose, but he was trying his best not to pull at it. This was the fourth time Shoji had watched the video. The first time he’d seen it, he was rightfully awestruck. Each successive viewing saw diminishing returns. “Yeah. It’s quite a thing.”

      The suit chuckled. “Well, I’m glad to have a man so even-keeled as yourself as the first to fly through it. I wouldn’t wish my nerves on anyone. I’m so excited, even now, that I just know I’d push a wrong button and ruin the whole thing.”

      Shoji tried to force a smile. The muscles in his face were strained. “Speaking of, with the mission just six months away, I’d really like to see what it is I’m supposed to be flying.” He’d been making that same request since he was chosen nearly a year ago. He kept getting the same answers. Soon. Keep practicing in the simulator. Stay in peak physical shape. You’ll need it. Trust me. Chuckle, chuckle, chuckle.

      “Of course,” the suit said. “Follow me.”

      Shoji stared at the suit’s back a moment too long, waiting for him to turn around and shoot him some finger guns and shout “Gotcha!” But he didn’t turn around. He walked out the door. Shoji jumped out of his chair and jogged to catch up.

      They had been in a conference room on the top floor of the twenty-story Manifest Industries office building. The building was purely administrative, housing second-tier executives and the bulk of the team running the business side of the Yellow Brick Road Project. All of the practical work—the engineering, the science, the fun stuff—was done at the former Vandenberg Air Force Base.

      Shoji and the suit navigated through a maze of cubicles before reaching the elevator. Shoji felt the lingering stares on his back as he passed the worker bees. They whispered to each other as they tried to gesture nonchalantly at him. He knew what they were saying, what they were thinking. He’s the one, the pilot who’s making the flight. He’s a hero. His eyes fell to his feet. He scratched at his arm again.

      As the elevator doors closed, Shoji felt another familiar gaze on him—a heavier one, weighted by guilt. Shoji looked up. The suit straightened, eyes shooting forward like the elevator buttons were suddenly the most interesting thing in the world, his cheeks burning red. They didn’t speak as they descended twenty floors to the parking garage in the basement.

      Their feet echoed as they walked through the garage. Shoji liked the empty sound. Another suit stood in wait as they approached. She bowed her head slightly and smiled.

      “Ms. Danbury here will drive you to the base,” the suit said. “She’ll be your liaison from here on.” He extended his hand. “It’s been an honor, Captain Mora.”

      Shoji sighed as he took his hand.  “Not Captain.” The suit’s face tightened in a moment of confusion. “I have no rank. Just Shoji is fine.”

      The tension vanished in a sudden, unnatural smile. “Of course. I’m sorry. Best of luck to you, Mr. Mora.”

      “Thanks for everything…” Shoji’s voice trailed off.

      Before the silence could stretch into awkwardness, Ms. Danbury said, “Mr. Gilmore, I’ll send you a report of the visit in the morning.”

      Gilmore. Shoji must have heard the name a dozen times in the past two hours alone but could not keep it in his head. He’d been shuffled between various corporate handlers for months. They all blended into one vanilla blob in his memory.

      Mr. Gilmore nodded and smiled and wished them a pleasant drive.

      Ms. Danbury did not speak until they’d passed through the gate in their black sedan and exited the garage. “Liezl.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My name is Liezl. You can call me that. If you can remember it.” She had playfulness in her voice. She was dressed as blandly as the rest, which was to be expected—it was by design—but the bangle that slid out from under her shirtsleeve was like a small flash of rebellion hanging on her wrist. A blaze of color, yellow thread woven with blue, but nondescript otherwise. No logo or clear meaning. Something personal. Only she knew the meaning behind it, adding secrecy to her rebellion and making it all the more satisfying.

      Her chocolate-colored hair danced in the wind of the open window, slapping across her face like the tail of an irritated cat. Shoji spied flashes of green as the hair fluttered over her eyes. Her skin, tanned by the California sun, turned white at her knuckles as she gripped the steering wheel, betraying her casual façade.

      Even still, her genuine manner put Shoji at ease. He smiled, the muscles in his face finding their strength again. “Shoji.”

      He stared out the window as they drove and made small talk. It had been years since he’d seen the coast. He was born in San Francisco, spent his first twelve years there. His family moved to New Mexico when he was thirteen, and he spent the rest of his teenage years in the desert. He liked the solemn nature of it, the wide expanse of nothing, but he also missed the water. He didn’t want to miss any of it as they drove south on Route 1 toward Lompoc.

      Liezl was a refreshing change of pace, but her straightforward nature soon became something like bluntness and continually pulled him away from the scenery. They arrived at Vandenberg forty minutes later, and Shoji felt like he’d missed out.

      The base was familiar. It had changed little since he was last here. He scratched at his arm again.

      Liezl drove through the base toward a large hangar looming in the distance. It was the tallest building on the base, and it stuck out as the only thing that Shoji did not recognize. His pulse quickened as they approached.

      The hangar had only one door that Shoji could see—a standard size, secured with a keycard and two armed guards. There was no hangar door, no way for planes to enter and exit. Maybe it wasn’t a hangar after all. Shoji’s gut tightened with sour anticipation. He was sick of being led around by the nose. He had been promised for months that he would get to see the ship, even brought to see it a few times, only to be shuffled away at the last minute. He was tired of the shell game. If this mission was a pipe dream, he’d rather know now so he could get on with his life.

      He clenched his jaw, ready to tell the whole of Manifest Industries to shove this illustrious opportunity up its collective ass, when Liezl swiped her keycard. The guards stepped aside, allowing her entrance. Off-balance from his near-implosion, Shoji steadied himself before entering. Even then, it wasn’t enough to counter the vertigo that struck him when he entered.

      Shoji’s eyes instinctively climbed from the floor to one hundred feet up. The bulk of the hangar was taken up by consoles and machine shops, engineers, and mechanics bustling around. The center of the hangar was occupied by the thing that held everyone’s attention: a five-story-tall, humanoid mech. Massive clamps secured its feet. Braces held its legs. Scaffolding was built up both sides of it and was being scaled by at least a dozen people in jumpsuits. It was jointed like a human, able to bend at the knees, hips, elbows, and shoulders. Its hands were also like a person’s, built to be able to push, pull, grip. Or pull a trigger.

      Craning his neck to look up at the thing’s head, Shoji couldn’t help but feel like he was staring into the face of a titan or a god—a greater being, come to do what greater beings do. He reminded himself that this was a machine built by humans, and theirs was the only judgment he had to worry about.

      “This is Tin Man,” Liezl said. “This is what you’ll be flying as you make history.”
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      “Remember, this is just a test.” Liezl’s voice had that playful ring to it again. By now, Shoji knew it was more common than not, and not just something reserved for him.

      “A pressure test,” Shoji said. He felt the realness of the word as the increasing thrust pressed like a pile of rocks on his chest.

      “Yes, but a test just the same. We just want to get some readings, not break anything.”

      “Roger that.” Shoji gripped the stick, feeling the knuckles in his hand crack. “Reaching the peak of our ascent in five seconds. Ready to cut thrusters.”

      “Roger,” a nervous voice answered.

      “Cutting thrusters in five, four, three, two, one. Cut the juice, Isaac.”

      The pressure on Shoji’s chest let up and was immediately replaced with the weightless feeling you get when cresting the top of a rollercoaster.

      “Thrusters powered down,” Isaac said. “Activating propulsion.”

      “Not yet,” Shoji said. He looked out at the stretch of blue, all that emptiness. He marveled a second too long. Streaks of white slashed upward, cutting the perfect blue canvas into ribbons as Tin Man fell forward.

      “What are you doing, Shoji?”

      “This is a pressure test, Liezl.”

      Shoji’s guts lurched. Tin Man fell into a dive, shooting toward the ground like a rocket.

      “You know we’re plummeting to our deaths, yeah?!” Isaac screamed through the comm.

      “I said hold,” Shoji said.

      “Okay, yeah, just checking. Because I’ve got my finger on a button down here that will activate the propulsion system in less than a second. Whenever you’re ready.”

      The altimeter ticked by, mechanically counting down to the moment Shoji and his crew would become soup in the Pacific. Forty thousand feet. Thirty-five. In less than three minutes, this machine and everything in it would shatter.

      A harsh bite came through the comm, the kind of voice that put an immediate chill in your spine. “You planning on killing us?” Kinsey Pilbauer was not the sort of person you angered lightly. The choice between drawing her wrath and dying in a fiery explosion was tougher than most would think.

      “Not yet,” Shoji said.

      “Running out of time to change course,” Carmen Morales said, her voice steady. “Less than a minute. The propulsion system won’t be able to generate enough thrust to slow our descent.”

      “Almost,” Shoji said.

      He refused to let his eyes rest on the ticking altimeter. He looked out the window at the sky racing by. He pushed the voices of the crew and Mission Control away until he could hear only his own competing thoughts. An indulgent child yelled from the back of his mind. The pilot yelled back from the front. Somewhere in the middle, the voices merged.

      “Activate propulsion!” Shoji shouted.

      Tin Man rumbled, different from the chaotic shaking of freefall. Controlled. Guided. Shoji’s guts reversed course, slamming into his ribs as their descent slowed radically.

      “Three thousand feet!” Shoji said. He pulled on the stick. “Two thousand!” Tin Man rattled and screamed as gravity and thrust slammed into each other and threatened to tear it apart. “One thousand!”

      The water raced up to meet them. Shoji smiled. He felt it. That nanosecond of calm when everything came together, melding into a pure moment of symmetry. Tin Man arced up. The ocean surface slipped out of sight.

      Shoji hollered a cry of victory. His elation was not quite met by his team. They hurled a mix of insults at him.

      “You’re alive,” Liezl said. “Congratulations. Now get me those readings.”

      “Sending the data your way now,” Isaac said.

      Shoji stretched his head from side to side, releasing the tensions from his shoulders. “Okay, team, let’s take him up again, run him through the paces.”

      “Belay that.” The voice boomed with the timbre of a bear, but it was steady—not a yell, not a reprimand. A command. “Return to base.”

      Shoji clenched his jaw. “Roger that.”

      Chatter quieted. The crew was shaken, but Shoji felt the release even in the cockpit. Their hushed voices, running through the after-action protocols, were lighter than they had been.

      Shoji flew low over the water. The coast appeared on the horizon, and the base soon after that. “Oz, this is Tin Man, requesting permission to land.”

      “Granted, Tin Man. Slow your approach.”

      Shoji hovered over the base and watched the roof of the hangar open, the two sides folding like the lids of an eye.

      “You’re clear,” Mission Control said. “Put him to bed.”

      Shoji set Tin Man down and sunk back into his chair. No matter how many flights he took, how much action he saw up in the sky, he had the same feeling when he touched back down—like he wanted to go right back up. Tin Man rattled as the clamps engaged and secured the ship, and then everything went quiet as Shoji powered down.

      Steeling himself, Shoji unlatched his harness and climbed out of the pilot’s chair. The cockpit was a six-by-six-by-six room in the head of Tin Man. Sitting in the chair, Shoji could look out through the clear faceplate like he was looking through Tin Man’s eyes, but most of the navigating was done with the computers and monitors mounted all around that. The instrumentation he needed to keep the ship flying right was just under the faceplate—altimeter, fuel gauge, speed, engine readings. A co-pilot’s station sat behind the pilot’s chair, though it had never been occupied. Tin Man was designed to function at full capacity with one pilot, and Shoji had made it a stipulation of his acceptance that he would fly the ship alone.

      The cockpit had two exits: an emergency hatch in the ceiling that opened directly to the outside, and a hatch in the floor. Shoji opened the hatch in the floor to reveal a ladder that descended a tube just wide enough for him to fit down. He took his flight helmet off and ran his hand through his jet-black hair. It was longer than it had been in years, long enough to just brush his shoulders. He didn’t necessarily like it being that long, but he liked that he had the option. He hadn’t cut it since…well, since he’d been required to. He’d thinned out over the previous year and started to look gaunt, like something was eating away at him from the inside, but he’d put some weight back on since arriving at Vandenberg. His face and chest had filled out. He looked healthy again.

      He had always been lean, built like a boxer. He was quick, agile, flew through the training courses at basic in record times. He lost a lot of that after the accident—that speed and mobility, the body confidence. Nearly a year of physical therapy and he felt like he’d never get it back, but after a few weeks back in the cockpit, he felt more like himself than ever.

      He climbed down the ladder. Isaac was waiting for him in Engineering. He was pale and stocky and always looked like he was on the edge of mania or a breakdown. His left eye periodically twitched. Stress-induced, Shoji guessed. It rattled back and forth now like it was trying to escape from his head. “Are the comms working? Because I don’t think they’re working.”

      “They’re working.”

      Isaac spat out a laugh. “Can’t be. Because I told you that propulsion was ready to fire, and I thought I heard you say to hold.”

      “You heard right.”

      “No, no, no.” Isaac shook his head. All the motion on his face was starting to make Shoji motion-sick. “Because that would mean you intentionally let us plummet thirty thousand feet. That would make you a sadist. And I need clean drawers.”

      Shoji slapped Isaac on the shoulder and pushed past him. The Engineering section occupied the bulk of Tin Man’s chest cavity. The rest of the space was set up as a meeting area, the only single space in the whole ship large enough for the entire crew to gather, and a small area for Isaac’s bunk. The bunks in Tin Man were like those in a submarine—a cot with a curtain. The engine, surprisingly, was a relatively small component in the overall space. Efficient energy had advanced rapidly in the last decade with Manifest Industries leading the way. This engine represented the cutting edge of even their most cutting-edge designs. It burned at ninety-nine percent efficiency, giving off almost no exhaust, and boasted astronomical outputs. There were only a handful of people on Earth with the expertise to maintain it. Isaac was the most tolerable among them.

      Cables ran like arteries from the engine to the rest of the ship, pumping power to essential systems like life support and navigation, and to the propulsion systems and internal mechanics that allowed Tin Man to maneuver at the joints.

      Isaac grabbed Shoji as he walked away but let go immediately like he’d grabbed something hot. “I’d stay clear of Kinsey. She’s, uh...well, you know how she is.”

      Shoji swallowed. He walked around the engine to the hatch at the rear of the compartment. The hatch was half as tall as him, so he needed to hunch to open it and climb through. On the other side was the corridor used to reach the rest of the ship. It opened into a compartment barely large enough for two grown people to stand and face each other. Four tunnels snaked off from there, each heading to a different limb of Tin Man. Moving through Tin Man was like moving through a submarine—always hunched like you might smack your head, claustrophobia lurking just on the periphery of your vision, waiting for you to lose your resolve and glance at it.

      But claustrophobia wasn’t what made Shoji hesitate at the hatch. He braced himself and opened it. A fist, small and tight like a ballpeen hammer, slammed into his cheek. He fell back and caught himself on the door frame.

      “Some cocky bull, Shoji.” Kinsey Pilbauer was large energy in a small package. She stood just a little over five feet and had to jump to land that punch on Shoji’s face, but it was as solid and forceful a punch as he’d ever taken. Her hair was shaved completely on one side to reveal a geometric tattoo that looked like it could have been a mathematical formula.  The hair that wasn’t shaved was dyed purple. Her eyebrows were pocked with mostly healed punctures where piercings had once been. Safety protocols dictated that she remove them. “Next time you want to get your jimmies all tingly, do it by yourself in a dark corner somewhere, not in a multi-billion-dollar spaceship I happen to be inhabiting.”

      Shoji rubbed his cheek. “Fun though, right?”

      Kinsey shoved him into the wall. “Jackass.” A little harder and she would have cracked his ribs, but he spied a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. The smell of oil always lingered on her, like a perfume. Black streaks underlined her eyes. As the mechanic, she knew the interior workings of Tin Man better than anyone. She crawled through his innards like a weasel, patching and repairing. She was a master at understanding what made a thing tick and what would keep it ticking.

      Liezl told Shoji, when first introducing him to the team, that Kinsey was the most important member. She could improvise and cob together whatever the team would need from what was already on the ship. Out in the depths of space, that skill would save them a thousand times over.

      Kinsey pushed past Shoji into Engineering. He heard her and Isaac compare notes as they did after every flight. Shoji hurried down the left leg of Tin Man before their conversation could turn to bickering, as it always did.

      There was one more member of the team, but Shoji knew he wouldn’t be bumping into her on his way out. She would have disembarked as soon as possible. She was probably at her desk running calculations already. Dr. Rebecca Snyder was a consummate professional. Some might call her obsessive. Shoji did. An astrophysicist and the lead on the Yellow Brick Road project, all she cared about was the science, both practical and theoretical. When she wasn’t crunching numbers to ensure everything didn’t fall apart, she was imagining where her calculations could take her.

      Shoji climbed the thirty feet down the leg, a space just wide enough that he could flare his elbows without brushing the sides. He paused at the bottom, taking a deep breath and holding the smell of oil and fuel and machine in his nose. He opened the hatch and let the fresh air take it away. Stepping into the open, Shoji was on edge. He was expecting to be berated by any number of people from any side, but there was just one that truly worried him.

      “You selfish bastard!” Liezl Danbury yelled as she descended the scaffolding along the edge of the hangar that led to the mission control office. Her voice rang like an alarm through the entire hangar, putting all the staff on alert.

      Shoji knew there was no point in trying to flee. She was surprisingly quick and rabidly determined. He waited, hands in his pockets, for her to dress him down.

      “The next time you feel like doing something suicidal, you can take one of the charter planes and fly it into a mountain. Tin Man is not your coffin.”

      Shoji shrugged.

      Before he could attempt to be charming and nonchalant, Liezl cut him off. “Don’t even try me with any of that suave flyboy bullshit. This mission is so much bigger than you. You will not hold it hostage with egotistical antics.”

      “Can I explain?” Shoji said.

      “No,” Liezl snapped. “Not ever.” Her face immediately melted. “Why? Explain what?” Liezl was a flashfire. She burned hot and bright but faded quickly.

      “It doesn’t matter.” The voice like steady thunder rolled over them. Liezl tensed again, though not with anger. Shoji’s shoulders immediately knotted up. “Explanations mean nothing if you lose the trust of your team. Your intention does not win that trust back.”

      Commander William Kyle had emerged seemingly from nowhere, like he’d stepped straight out of the shadows. There were rumors among some of the staff that he possessed that ability. He didn’t look the sort of man capable of such stealth. In his early fifties, he looked to be carved from rock by a novice sculptor. He was no David cut by the meticulous hands of Michelangelo. He was all jagged angles. He would cut you if you brushed against him. “Briefing room. Now.” He turned on his heel and marched off.

      Commander Kyle was one of only a handful of military personnel in the hangar, despite it being on an active Air Force base. The Earth Defense Initiative served as little more than a subcontractor on Yellow Brick Road. Manifest Industries was no doubt paying an obscene amount for access to the base and a few military consultants, chief among them Commander Kyle. He had flown more space missions than any other living person. Vandenberg already had the launch infrastructure and the practical knowledge to run the mission. All the theoretical science, cutting-edge technology, and money came from Manifest.

      Shoji jumped when Liezl rested her hand on his shoulder. “Maybe it would have been better if you died up there,” she said.

      He didn’t disagree.

      The briefing room was in the northwest corner of the hangar, set as far apart from the machine shops as possible. Even then, the walls were soundproofed. Shoji suspected it wasn’t to keep the noise out, but to keep their conversations in. If Shoji had learned anything from his months in the dark, it was that the details of this project were highly compartmentalized. He still felt in the dark about a large portion of it.

      Isaac, Beck, and Kinsey merged into a pack in front of Shoji. They didn’t stop to wait for him, and he didn’t ask them to. They were probably still angry with him. Not that it mattered. They wouldn’t have waited for him anyway.

      Liezl had run back to Mission Control to grab the most recent flight data, so Shoji walked alone. He would have normally preferred it, but now it only gave him time to dwell on the likely storm he was walking into.

      Everyone was just taking their seats as he walked into the briefing room. Just the flight crew and Commander Kyle. No techs or Manifest reps. Not a good sign.

      Kyle gestured for Shoji to sit. Silence swallowed the room. Shoji was more uncomfortable now than when he was plummeting thirty thousand feet. Kyle stood at the head of the rectangular table, a blank screen behind him. Isaac fidgeted with his hands, both index fingers locked in a wrestling match with each other. Kinsey sat back in her chair, unfazed. Beck stared off into the distance, running calculations in her head.

      Liezl stormed into the room, folders close to spilling out of her arms. She dropped charts and readouts in a heap on the table. Papers fanned out like fallout from a bomb. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. I’m here. We can begin.”

      Commander Kyle let out a slow sigh, like a steam train letting off pressure. “Two weeks. Two weeks until mission launch. And this.” He swept his hand over the room, gesturing to the whole of the team. “Reckless, childish behavior. On the eve of the most important mission on which mankind has ever embarked. I feel like I’m wrangling toddlers and trying to get them to finish work on the atom bomb.”

      Kinsey stifled a laugh and immediately shrunk under Kyle’s crucifying glare. “Sorry,” she said. “The image. It’s just…not important. Continue. Sir.”

      “We can’t afford to delay,” Kyle said. “This mission will proceed as planned. You will all fall in line. You will behave accordingly.”

      “We aren’t soldiers,” Shoji said. The words leaped out of his mouth before he could think to stop them. He crossed his arms and forced himself to maintain eye contact with Kyle.

      “That,” Kyle said, “is obvious.” He let the words hang in the air, take up space and crowd the room. “Let’s continue like we’re adults, shall we? Ms. Danbury.”

      Liezl briefed the team on the results of the pressure test. Tin Man performed better than expected, meeting and exceeding all of the projections. She didn’t even touch on what Shoji was really testing. None of them seemed to grasp what he did at all.

      “We are exactly where we hoped to be at this stage of the game,” Liezl said, wrapping up her presentation. “Tin Man is clear for launch in two weeks.”

      “And so is the crew,” Shoji said, an edge to his voice.

      “Something you want to say?” Kyle said.

      Shoji straightened in his chair. He meant to clear his throat and take a beat to organize his thoughts, but his words came rushing out of him. “That pressure test wasn’t just for Tin Man; it was for us. To see if we could really handle the stress of this mission. Turns out we can. Physically, at least. Can’t say much for unit cohesion.”

      Kinsey barked a laugh. “Me either. Our captain just shot us at the ground to prove a point. All he did was make us crap ourselves.”

      “Enough,” Commander Kyle ordered. “Clear the room.” Commander William Kyle was the kind of man that didn’t need to scream. He managed to instill more than a sufficient amount of fear with a firmly set jaw and an intense stare. Everyone pushed away from the table without a second thought. Everyone except Shoji. He understood what was coming.

      When it was just Shoji and Kyle, the commander said, “That’s bull, Mora. I know exactly why you did it. You’re a goddamn hotshot. You push things to the point of breaking just to hear the joints scream. You get a rush out of it. This isn’t just your show. You mess this up, and you come away with more than a missing arm.”

      Shoji’s face lit on fire. Every muscle fiber twitched. He barely restrained himself from lashing out.

      “You’ll have three dead crew members,” Kyle continued. “And a lot of pissed-off people ready to let you rot at the bottom of the ocean. You say you aren’t soldiers, and then you talk about unit cohesion. You can run this mission like their leader, or like their manager. They can listen to you because they have to, or because they respect you. Which do you think is going to keep you all alive out there?”

      Commander Kyle left without waiting for an answer.

      Shoji scratched at his arm until his fingers ached. He slammed his metal fist on the table, cracking it.
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      Space. He was going to space in two days. Shoji always got the jitters before he flew a mission, but this time felt different. It was his first mission since his discharge from the Air Force. First mission since losing his arm. He’d clocked hundreds of hours since rehab; he wasn’t rusty. It wasn’t that at all. It was the scope of the mission. This was the same as the first moon landing. The first time a human left the atmosphere. The first time a human flew. This was the discovery of fire all over again.

      And it was on him.

      He couldn’t sleep. He lay awake staring at the ceiling of his room for two hours before deciding that it was a lost cause. He went for a walk around the base, hoping to calm his nerves. The smell of the ocean helped a little. It reminded him of childhood, before his parents moved him to the desert, before the stress of his father’s job ate him from the inside. Shoji often wondered: if they had stayed in San Francisco, would his family still have imploded? He linked the ocean to a peaceful time in his life, but he didn’t know if it was just because he was a child then and didn’t realize that everything was already falling apart, or if they were genuinely happy.

      Or maybe the ocean really was as magical as he thought it was.

      He didn’t have a set path or destination, but he wasn’t surprised when he ended up at the launchpad. The thing sitting on it had occupied his thoughts since first seeing it on that monitor in the Manifest Industries office. It was powered down now, unlike in the footage he’d seen of it. Currently, it looked like a giant metal ring, like a component of something else—a piece of a larger whole rather than a complete thing itself. It stood upright with the support of the thrusters attached to its base. Without them, it would have tumbled and rattled like a coin on a table.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?”

      Shoji startled at the question. He hadn’t noticed Beck standing there next to him. Did he come up to her or the other way around? She was so often in her head, so rarely spoke aloud, that she easily faded into the background like an instrument in the cockpit.

      “It is,” Shoji answered.

      “I can’t believe it’s finally happening.” Beck sounded youthful, an excited child on Christmas Eve. “Nearly a decade I’ve been working on this. Much of that was purely hypothetical, mind you. But this idea has been rattling in my head for so long, and now…” She gestured at the ring.

      Shoji was struck by how little he knew about Beck. He knew she was an astrophysicist, but her reason for being part of the project was never explained beyond that, and he never probed. “The jump-gate was your idea?”

      By the pale light of the base lights, Shoji saw her cheeks flush. “Well, the initial idea was. And the displacement theory that made it possible. And the designs.”

      “So, the whole thing?”

      Her cheeks turned a darker shade of red. “I know this is an important project. I’m well aware of the impact it will have. To me, it still feels like that idea cooking in my head, like I’m still working on it in my lab back home. I don’t know, I still feel connected to it, like it’s mine, not part of the world yet. If that makes any sense.”

      It didn’t. Not to Shoji. He never had anything that felt so intensely his before. He couldn’t comprehend how the jump-gate still felt like Beck’s, what with so many other people working on it, probably thousands in different capacities, both on this and the second one—which she had never even seen.

      A figure emerged from just beyond the ring of light cast around the jump-gate. “It makes sense to me.” Isaac shuffled up beside them, hands in his pockets. “I cannot wait to see it launch tomorrow.”

      A second person appeared from the other side of the gate. She hopped over a waist-high barrier meant to keep people back. “Going to be a hell of a show,” Kinsey said.

      “You aren’t supposed to be over there,” Isaac said.

      Kinsey shrugged. “Couldn’t help it. I needed to see it up close. The craftsmanship is amazing. That thing is a work of art. Shame I didn’t get to work on it.” Isaac’s face scrunched like he smelled something gone sour. Kinsey raised a hand to quiet him. “Working on Tin Man has been great, too. Don’t get all pissy about it.”

      The four of them stood shoulder to shoulder and marveled at the jump-gate. Shoji realized this was the only time he could recall them all being together, outside of Tin Man and outside of an official occasion. Commander Kyle’s words sounded in his head. Shoji never considered himself part of a team, let alone a leader. He was just a pilot doing his job. They were just techs doing theirs. But this mission felt different. Bigger.

      Maybe he needed a team.

      “You all ready for this?” Shoji said.

      Kinsey shrugged. Isaac looked at his hands.

      “No,” Beck said. “I’ve never been up there. I’ve logged more hours than most in the simulator, but I’ve never been up in a real ship.”

      “It’s really not that different than the simulator,” Shoji said. “The accuracy and realness of those things is unnerving. If you’ve logged that much time, you’ll be fine.”

      “Physically,” Beck said. “My body can handle it. But the simulator doesn’t test the mind. I know when running a simulation that I can step out of the machine and be on solid ground again. I can be back in my lab in minutes. Once we launch, assuming the jump-gate works as intended, we’ll be lightyears from home.”

      For some reason, the way Beck said it—with such honesty, such innocence—Shoji felt the weight of the impending consequences more intensely than ever. He had been on long space missions, spent months at a time up there, but he was always just days from touching back down on Earth if needed. Once he passed through that gate and emerged on the other side, he’d suddenly be thirty-nine million miles away, looking at a planet that was literally alien to him.

      “It’s a head game,” Shoji said. “I won’t deny that. It takes focus, like you’re tricking yourself into forgetting where you are, what you’re doing, like it’s just another day.”

      “Just another day?” Isaac said. “On Mars? I’m quite talented at self-delusions, but I don’t think I’m that talented.”

      The group laughed. Warmth blossomed in Shoji’s chest. “Just follow my lead. It’s all about protocol and procedure. That’s just as much to keep us entrenched in routine as it is to keep the ship running smooth. If we stay busy, then we can’t focus on anything else.”

      A peaceful silence spread out over them, like they were sharing a blanket.

      “You think they’ll get mad if I pop a panel on the gate and go looking around inside?” Kinsey said.

      “You know we’ll be flying to Mars in Tin Man in two days, right?” Isaac said. “You could probably spend your time making doubly sure it doesn’t explode. I mean, I’m just saying.”

      “God, would you relax, Isaac?” Kinsey said. “You’re acting like I said Star Wars is better than Star Trek.”

      “Don’t even.” Isaac shook his head, face white.

      Kinsey smiled. “I love holding that big bastard together. I’m just saying, sooner rather than later, mechs like Tin Man will be rolling off the assembly line. But this gate? There’s only going to be the two of them for a long time. Even future ones, assuming there will be future ones, will need to be built like this—meticulous, beautiful.”

      The words sat on Shoji’s shoulders, chirping in his ears. There was a song in there somewhere that sounded slightly off-key. “What do you mean? They have plans to mass-produce mechs like Tin Man?”

      “Oh yeah,” Kinsey said. “That guy is just the prototype. This is just phase one of the Tin Man Project.”

      “I didn’t know there were phases,” Shoji said.

      “Don’t they brief you on anything?” Kinsey said.

      Isaac shot her a look encouraging her to shut up. “He’s not part of the build team. He’s just the pilot. You know how Manifest likes to compartmentalize information.”

      Just the pilot. He had just thought them, but now the words burned in Shoji’s head.

      “Whatever,” Kinsey said, brushing Isaac’s unspoken suggestion aside. “Our Tin Man is the cookie cutter for a future line of grunts. They’ll be responsible for transforming the way work is done in deep space.”

      The fire exploded in Shoji’s head, swallowing his brain. “What?”

      Isaac shook his head. His fingers locked in a death match with each other. “Kinsey, we were specifically told to—”

      “What?” Shoji interrupted. “Not tell me that I’m piloting a space janitor?”

      “Hey,” Isaac said, a flash of defiance briefly lighting up his face before fading away. His voice grew timid again. “It’s still a highly-advanced spacecraft. First of its kind.”

      “The first space janitor is still just a space janitor,” Shoji said. He kicked off the blanket and left them all to shiver in the cold.

      “You’d rather be piloting a luxury yacht?” Kinsey said. “Remember who’s signing your checks.” Kinsey pulled her collar up around her neck and walked away, her eyes lingering on the jump-gate. Isaac and Beck followed.

      Shoji stood a while looking at the gate. Kinsey was right, of course. He had no right to expectations. He was a grunt. Manifest had its name painted on the side of everything. This was their mission. They were the ones about to paint their name on the universe. Shoji never claimed to want more than to tag along for the ride. Being back on a base, having commanders bark orders at him, and then having to read corporate memos and answer to liaisons—it was dizzying.

      He was pulled between two worlds, neither of which he felt truly comfortable in, but each allowed him the chance to fly. That was all he wanted. He had a second chance to do it now, and on a grander scale than anything he’d done before. He should just be happy with it.
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        * * *

      

      The mission briefs were blunt, just like Shoji needed. No flowery language, no obfuscation, no bull. He took them from his desk drawer every so often when he needed a reminder of why he was here. He spread them across the kitchen counter, the ceiling light and the coffeemaker the only things illuminating his living quarters, a small apartment on base.

      

      Project Yellow Brick Road

      A collaborative mission between Manifest Industries and the Earth Defense Initiative, formerly known as the United Nations. Space launch resources and existing infrastructure will be provided by the EDI, as well as technical advisors. Financial resources will be provided by Manifest Industries. Manifest will own all final products with the EDI maintaining exclusive usage rights.

      

      Shoji skimmed through the rest of the administrative legal-speak, of which there was much. It wasn’t a contract, but Manifest made it clear at every opportunity that they were calling the shots.

      Transpatial Teleportation Rings, colloquially referred to as jump-gates. These structures are the final result of the old methods of deep space expansion—building space stations at regular intervals, creating a steady supply line and waystations from Earth to the destination, which is a long, painstaking process. With a jump-gate positioned in Earth’s orbit and its partner positioned at the desired destination, travelers will be able to traverse lightyears of space in an instant. Those supply lines will no longer need to be maintained. Time and resources can be shifted to building new supply lines deeper into the unknown.

      

      Shoji let his eyes rest on the last word. The unknown was something that terrified most people. He found comfort in knowing there were things out there he’d never seen, that what he knew of the universe was far from being all that there was. He looked through the rest of the documents—varying degrees of the same thing, mostly. Technical aspects of the gates. The theoretical physics on which the entire thing was based. Dumbed way down, of course.

      He scoured the stack of documents, looking for any mention of what was to come after the flight, after passing through the gate. He was a test pilot. All that typically concerned him was lifting off, seeing what the craft could do, and then getting back down in one piece. But he couldn’t let this go.

      He scratched at his arm. It felt cold to the touch, even through the fabric of his shirt. He pushed up his sleeve. The metal glinted under the overhead kitchen light. Sparkles danced across it. Like stars.

      Shoji didn’t notice the sun on the horizon. He’d been up all night reading through memos and briefs and was no further for it. Three hours until the gate launch. He pulled his sleeve down and slammed his door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “You weren’t going to tell me, were you?”

      Commander Kyle waved Shoji away without even looking up at him. Mission Control was buzzing. Suits and the launch crew circled Kyle like a hornets’ nest had been kicked over. Kyle stared at a computer screen, enthralled by the report he was reading.

      “That I’m just a courier?” Shoji rounded Kyle and stood behind the computer so he was in the commander’s line of sight.

      Kyle looked up, eyes red from staring at the screen. He regarded Shoji like he’d only just realized he was there. He shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “That’s what a pilot is, Mora. You take something from point A to point B. Sometimes you even go from point B back to point A. They didn’t cover this in your orientation?”

      Shoji was caught off guard by the commander’s uncharacteristic sarcasm. He fumbled with his words. “What’s the endgame? What is Tin Man for?”

      “What does it matter to you?”

      Rage swelled in Shoji, overtaking his senses. He slammed his metal fist down on Kyle’s desk, breaking the corner of it off.

      Kyle didn’t move. He didn’t even flinch, unlike every other person in the room. The launch team, all the analysts, froze. Slow, controlled, Kyle rose from his chair. “Back to work. We’ve got the busiest forty-eight hours of our lives ahead of us.” He walked out of the room, rubbing his eyes.

      Shoji understood that he was to follow. His cheeks were hot with embarrassment and shame. A roomful of eyes watched him as he left. He kept on his toes, expecting Commander Kyle to wheel around and tear into him as soon as they were clear of others. Instead, Kyle stopped at the railing of the catwalk outside Mission Control and leaned on it with a heavy sigh. His mind was elsewhere.

      Even to Shoji, his complaints now seemed like a childish tantrum, but he dug in regardless. “What is Tin Man’s mission beyond the gate?” He leaned on the railing, trying to see Kyle’s face and study his reaction. There was nothing—just stone.

      “Tin Man is designed for work in deep space,” Kyle said flatly. “It’s a drone, a worker bee. Once it’s thoroughly tested in that environment, Manifest will begin mass production and do whatever the hell they want with them.” He seemed surprised that Shoji wanted more. Kyle straightened, and his stone façade cracked. “Manifest has gambled the collective GDP of the western hemisphere on the success of its projects in the asteroid belt and on Mars. Mining, colonization, and whatever else they’ve kept under their hat. They need a workforce. Tin Man is the key to their domination of the most lucrative new business sector we’ve ever seen. Does that meet your criteria of importance?” He waved a dismissive hand at Shoji. “If you don’t mind, I’ve got bigger things to worry about right now.”

      Shoji felt like a child. “Something’s wrong with the launch.”

      “The launch is good to go. Preliminary inspection looks good.”

      “Then what?” Shoji thought for a minute that his straightforward question would be met with a straightforward answer. But no. It was met with the same obfuscation as any of his other questions.

      Commander Kyle straightened. He surveyed the interior of the hangar like a king over his kingdom. Tin Man stood like a monument, a statue of him, cold and emotionless. Then he pushed away from the railing, propelling himself back toward Mission Control. “I’ve got a launch to prepare for. So do you, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Shoji locked his eyes on Kyle like they were in a dogfight. Kyle disappeared into the office and out of Shoji’s sight, but now he spied another target coming at him fast. She was already past him and halfway down the catwalk stairs before Shoji decided to pursue. “Liezl,” he called. He jogged to catch up to her once he reached the floor. “What’s going on?”

      She stopped suddenly and spun on her heel. “Why? What have you heard? Who told you?”

      Shoji shook his head. “Nothing.” He immediately regretted not bluffing to see what he could pull out of her, but her bluntness caught him off guard. “Nothing. It’s just obvious. The tension in Control. Something’s up.”

      “Nothing outside of acceptable risk parameters.” Her response sounded rehearsed, like something she would say at a press conference. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, jump-gate launch is in two hours.” She hurried away.

      That’s not unsettling at all, Shoji thought. He left the Tin Man hangar and found his way to the launchpad. The area was alive with activity. Less than two hours until launch. These people have been working toward this for years. Anticipation was at a peak. Excitement was starting to boil over.

      Kinsey and Isaac sat on a set of bleachers facing the launchpad, far enough back to watch at a safe distance. Kinsey sipped a cup of coffee. Isaac bounced his feet in an erratic rhythm, like he was watching his team about to lose the big game. Kinsey raised her cup and nodded at Shoji as he approached.

      “How are things looking?” Shoji said.

      “Like someone peed on an anthill,” Kinsey said.

      “Quite busy,” Isaac clarified. “The hours before launch are hectic. I thought I could handle it. I think I was wrong.”

      “You’re a mess,” Kinsey said.

      “Everything is going smooth, though?” Shoji said. “Nothing wrong?”

      Kinsey arched an eyebrow. Isaac’s feet started tapping double-time. “Oh god. What is it? What happened?”

      Shoji shook his head. “Nothing.” Isaac slumped in relief. “That I know of,” Shoji added.

      Isaac straightened again. “Oh god.”

      Kinsey slugged the last of her coffee, threw her empty cup in a nearby garbage can, and crossed her arms. “Spill.”

      Shoji scratched the back of his head. “It may be nothing. Kyle’s just acting squirrely.”

      “Kyle doesn’t get squirrely,” Kinsey said.

      Isaac wrapped his arms like a security blanket around himself. “They’re scrapping the mission. We’re all fired. I knew I should have run another round of diagnostics on the engine. Shoddy work. I deserve to be fired.”

      Kinsey backhanded Isaac’s shoulder. Before she could tell him to pull it together, Beck approached from the direction of the Tin Man hangar. “We’re needed in Mission Control,” Beck said. She clutched a stack of folders and a tablet to her chest. The others probed her, but she shook her head. “I don’t know why.”

      Kinsey cursed as they walked together back to the hangar. “I better not miss the launch. I want that beauty to fly.”

      Commander Kyle dug his elbows into the conference table like he was trying to break it. Sweat had formed on his brow. Shoji thought he must be sick. He’d never seen the commander look distressed. “Sit.”

      A memory of grade school flashed in Shoji’s mind. He and some friends thought they had gotten away with graffiti-ing the back of the gym. They didn’t know the school had security cameras mounted on every corner of the building. He started frantically shuffling through his recollection of the last week, trying to figure out what he had done wrong. Then he realized he was being foolish and focused his attention on Kyle.

      “There’s been a development,” Kyle said.

      Isaac threw up his hands in dismay. “I knew it. My last inspection of the engine wasn’t thorough enough. The core degraded, and now it’s leaking poison into the hangar and the whole mission is scrapped because of my ineptitude.”

      “Wow,” Kinsey said, awed.

      Commander Kyle raised a steady, firm hand, signaling Isaac to relax. “Not with Tin Man. Or the jump-gate. Both launches are scheduled to go ahead as planned.” Kyle’s eyes darkened. His shoulders tensed as he pressed his elbows into the table again. “There’s been a change to the flight crew.”

      A red haze fell over the room. Shoji’s jaw reflexively tightened, like it knew he was about to say something he shouldn’t. His stunt during the stress test. They were replacing him as pilot in the eleventh hour because of it. It wasn’t even a stunt. The crew needed to be pushed to the limit just as much as the ship. They needed to know what they could and could not handle. If they were going to kick him off the project because of that, then this project was doomed anyway. They may as well have whatever hack they got to replace him fly Tin Man straight into the sun.

      Shoji nearly forced his mutinous mouth to speak, but Kyle beat him to it. “We’ve added a crew member.”

      The haze dissipated. Shoji could almost see straight again. “Who?”

      “Me,” Commander Kyle said.

      Something like relief filled the room, pushing the tension away. Beck launched into a series of questions and concerns about how the added weight affected launch equations. Kyle assured her that was already being worked on.

      “If you don’t mind, sir,” Beck said. “I would feel better if I was allowed to check the work.”

      “So would I,” Kyle said. “Get to it. And you,” he addressed Isaac. “If you’re that concerned about the state of the engine, go run a full diagnostic. Kinsey, provide whatever help he needs.”

      Kinsey grumbled as she followed the others away. It was now apparent that she would be missing the launch of the jump-gate.

      Shoji and Kyle were like angry statues of themselves, content to stare silently at each other for thousands of years until time had finally worn them down. Kyle spoke first. “This has nothing to do with you.”

      “You can see why I would think that’s a load of crap. Sir.”

      Kyle leaned back in his chair, relenting in his attempt to snap the table in half. “I personally would have taken you off this project months ago, but Manifest wants you. They think you’re the best pilot for the job.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I think you’re one of the best pilots I’ve ever seen. I don’t think you’re the best for this job. Not that it matters, because this has nothing to do with you.” Kyle stood. “Get some rest. Recalibrate yourself. I’ll be in the cockpit with you tomorrow. You’ve got twenty-four hours to get used to it.” He was at the door when Shoji spoke.

      “You know what happened to me.” There was no hint of a question in Shoji’s words. “You’ve read the reports, I’m sure.”

      Kyle turned back. His eyes fell on Shoji’s arm. “It was a hard mission. Went sideways. Nothing to do with your ability. And has no bearing on my objections to you being on this mission.”

      “But you know why it went sideways? They sometimes leave that part out, depending on whose report you’re reading.” Shoji stood, a defiant tilt to his shoulders. “Command told me I was flying a transport mission.” Kyle’s eyes went wide. “Not a combat mission,” Shoji continued. “Command deemed the mission so important that they compartmentalized all the details, even from the men carrying it out. I thought I was air-dropping supplies to our troops behind enemy lines. I didn’t know I was carrying a bomb until I was a minute out from the target. That’s when command radioed with new orders. The first military test of the Earth Defense Initiative had to be resolved decisively. The EDI’s strength couldn’t be questioned. The insurgents were woven into a civilian-populated community. Thousands of noncombatants.” He scratched his arm, the cold of the metal pricking at his fingertips. “I still don’t know if I intentionally disobeyed orders, or if I just froze. We were hit with a SAM. Ripped half the plane off. Co-pilot dropped the bomb as I flew us out of there. We crashed ten miles away. Or so I’ve been told. Don’t remember much. I was honorably discharged two months later when I woke up.”

      Shoji stood nose to nose with Kyle now. Both still wore the expressions of statues. “I didn’t know the details of the mission. I lost an arm. Crashed the plane. My crew died. There wasn’t even enough of the hero who killed thousands of innocents to even bury. Because I didn’t know. Because I wasn’t told.”

      Tense silence filled what little space there was between them. It pushed against them like opposite poles of magnets. Shoji refused to blink. His eyes filled with tears, making the world look like it was underwater.

      Kyle spoke through his teeth, an old wolf declaring his place. “When you need to know, you’ll know.”

      Through the flood, Shoji watched Kyle leave. Alone in Mission Control, Shoji was struck with the sudden urge to destroy everything. He wanted to use his metal arm to smash every console and monitor, rip the entire place apart. He forced himself to leave before his desire got the better of him.

      He could have gone to help Isaac and Kinsey. He could have run his own diagnostics. He could have rested. He should have gone to the shore one last time. He wanted to close his eyes and see his mother the way she was when he was young, standing on the beach, the wind making her hair dance like it was alive. He closed his eyes now and saw her in the desert, dry, shriveled, worn away to nothing. When he opened them, he was standing outside the security barricade at the jump-gate launch.

      He stood in a sea of media, cameras flashing, people buzzing. The countdown sounded over the PA. Excitement built with every number that ticked by. The rush of hot air hit Shoji in the face. The force of the thrust punched him in the chest.

      The jump-gate rose. Backlit by the sun, the ring looked like a halo in the sky.
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      The mist of the San Francisco Bay speckled Shoji’s face. The smell of the ocean stuck in his nose and lingered even after he woke from his dream. His stomach was sour, common for the morning of a mission. He imagined he could fly a thousand more times and would still feel the same just before liftoff.

      He forced himself to eat a breakfast of eggs and toast. Doing this on an empty stomach was much worse, as he’d learned long ago after filling his helmet when the g-force punched in the gut.

      The rest of the base was still waking up. MPs were making rounds. Sentries saluted as Shoji passed. He returned the gesture halfheartedly. If the base was just waking, Mission Control had been mainlining caffeine all night. Techs were moving through the hangar like ants whose hill had just been stepped on.

      Shoji ascended the scaffolding up to Mission Control. Beck was hunched over a computer, eyes wide and bloodshot. One of his crew in that state would normally worry him, but she was like that more often than not, obsessing over the details. He expected nothing else.

      Kinsey lounged in a swivel chair, slowly spinning as she sipped coffee. She nodded an acknowledgment of Shoji’s presence, then went back to spinning. Shoji sat in an empty chair and folded his arms. He stared out the window at Tin Man. He pushed the thoughts plaguing him out of his head. Kyle. The sea. His arm. The bomb. A swirling mess of disparate memories and feelings. Tin Man was all that mattered.

      Commander Kyle entered a few minutes later, followed closely by Isaac. “Tin Man has passed all last-minute, hysteria-induced inspections.” He cast a sideways glance at Isaac, who shrunk under it. “Time for the pre-flight check. Everyone suit up.”

      Shoji stared at the contents of his locker a minute before taking anything out of it. The suit inside, made of a new polymer recently patented by Manifest, hung there waiting for him. It was a thing of beauty—flexible, breathable, as strong and resilient as titanium. But it was the patch on the arm that caught his attention. A picture of Tin Man, an accurately-sized man standing on his shoulder. He wondered if that’s all he was, just a man standing on someone else’s shoulder.

      Ragged breathing drew Shoji’s attention away. Isaac sat on the bench a few lockers down. He held his suit in both hands, clutching it like a funeral shroud. His eyes were wide, his forehead dripped with sweat. His hands trembled.

      Shoji sat next to him. “Protocol.”

      “What?” Isaac’s voice cracked.

      “Protocol. Focus on the protocol, not your feelings. What does protocol dictate you wear when acting as part of the flight crew?”

      “An approved flight suit.”

      Shoji slapped him on the back. “Then put on the damn suit.” Isaac did not seem reassured, but that wasn’t Shoji’s intent. Reassurance, like second-guessing, would only get them killed once they were up there. Each member of the team needed to be able to handle themselves and their business without any handholding.

      Taking his own advice, Shoji put on his suit. It fit like a second skin, immediately comfortable and comforting. Like stepping through the front door after a moment’s hesitation for the first time in years. Isaac didn’t seem as comfortable in his. He clearly felt awkward with the tight fit. Kinsey and Beck were waiting for them as they exited the men’s locker room. Beck seemed as indifferent as she did to everything that wasn’t an equation. Kinsey was captivated with herself. She moved like a baby giraffe testing her legs for the first time, watching how her body moved.

      “I have an amazing ass,” she said. “All this time, I never knew. Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      Isaac swallowed hard.

      “HR wrote a memo,” Shoji said.

      Kinsey scoffed. “Bureaucrats.”
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        * * *

      

      “Primary controls are responsive,” Shoji said as he ran through the preflight check in the cockpit. He tried to ignore the burning sensation on the back of his neck where he imagined Commander Kyle staring at him.

      “Navigation and fuel sensors are responsive,” Kyle said. “Engineering, check in.”

      A knot formed in Shoji’s chest. For months, this space had been his alone. To have Kyle here now felt invasive, a parent barging into a child’s room without knocking. Protocol, Shoji told himself.

      “The engine is running at peak efficiency,” Isaac said. “Outputs within range. Temperatures are holding steady.”

      Silence flooded the ship. Tension spiked in the cockpit. Shoji spun in his chair. Kyle met him with an expression as smooth and cold as the faceplate of his helmet. Shoji tried to match it, but his need for a successful launch trumped his desire to shove the moment down Kyle’s throat.

      “You going to finish the preflight?” Shoji asked.

      “I am the mission lead,” Kyle said. “Mission success is my objective. The bigger picture. The ship is yours.” He wielded the words bigger picture like a club.

      “Preflight check complete,” Shoji said. “Let’s get one last breath of fresh air.” He put all systems on standby.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mission Control would be thick with anxiety right now, so Shoji chose to avoid it. He had enough of his own to deal with without breathing in the worries of a dozen more people. He chose instead to accompany Beck to the jump-gate monitoring station.

      “What’s the latest?” he asked.

      Beck swiped through her tablet as they walked. Shoji occasionally tugged on her arm to pull her out of the path of other people. “All systems running efficiently on ours and the Mars gate. They tested the Earth gate last night and both gates this morning. The probe passed through successfully and transmitted a signal from the other side.”

      “Good,” was all Shoji could think to say, though it felt grossly insufficient.

      Beck thought so too. “We just successfully transported physical matter from Earth to Mars, disassembling something on a molecular level and reassembling it lightyears away in a span of seconds.” Her tone was without sarcasm or judgment. She offered instead a straightforward assessment.

      When Shoji had first met Beck, he was unaware of her lack of social grace. He took her assessments as most would: heavy with judgment. He quickly learned that she meant none. When informed that her behavior could be misconstrued as rude, she was apologetic, assuring others that she meant no offense.

      “I know how it works, Beck.” Still, it was hard at times not to be irritated by her responses—especially when Shoji was already irritated by so much.

      “Was I rude? I didn’t mean to be. I’m just amazed, that’s all. I still find it hard sometimes to believe that I’m here.”

      Shoji’s face burned. “No, you’re fine. I’m just…on edge. I get like that before a mission.”

      Beck’s cheeks turned a pale green. She clutched her stomach with her free hand. “I’d forgotten.”

      With any other person, Shoji would be concerned that they forgot they are hours away from launching into space, but he knew what she meant. She was so preoccupied with the jump-gate that Tin Man fell to the back of her mind.

      “There haven’t been reports of anything else, though?” Shoji pressed. “Nothing out of the ordinary?”

      “Everything is reported to be within appropriate risk parameters.”

      Shoji waved away the corporate speak. “But has there been anything unusual? Not saying dangerous, just unexpected.”

      Beck shook her head. “Not that I’ve heard. Why do you ask?”

      “Just wondering.” He watched the emotions chase each other across Beck’s face. Fear, anxiety, then fear again. “Just on edge.” He tried to set her mind at ease. He gestured to Beck’s tablet. “Nothing outside the risk parameters. That’s all that really matters, right? The data.”

      The muscles in Beck’s forehead relaxed, making the creases above her eyes disappear.

      The atmosphere inside the monitoring station was a mix of excitement and quiet tension. The station was a converted garage, much smaller than the hangar. Generators were set up outside, providing the station its own power supply and a steady rumble of white noise. The perimeter of the station was lined with computer stations, each adorned with a select few personal effects. Pictures of kids and loved ones, mugs with kitschy sayings, a surprising number of action figures. The center of the station was a maze of whiteboards, all adorned with equations that looked like Greek to Shoji.

      Shoji followed Beck to a desk she’d set up in the rear corner of the station, listening to the chatter as he walked. He couldn’t discern anything concrete but absorbed a general feeling of unease. He made up an excuse to leave once Beck sat down.

      Knowing he would get no satisfying answers, Shoji spent the rest of his morning in the mess hall drinking coffee. He stared into the reflective black surface. His eyes were red and sunken. He looked more tired than he felt. One of the most important, and earliest, things he mastered on his path toward becoming a space flight pilot was shifting total control of himself from his body to his mind. He could stay awake for days with limited impact on his performance. But the second he allowed it, he would fall asleep and stay that way for sixteen hours. He didn’t feel the fatigue now. If only he had the same mastery over his emotions.
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        * * *

      

      The whole of the Tin Man Project gathered outside the hangar for an inspirational speech/media photo op. A Manifest executive said a few hollow words before introducing Commander Kyle. Focus groups showed the public trusted career military officers over corporate execs by a staggering amount.

      To anyone else, Kyle’s words would have more than sufficed to inspire. Some of them would likely have been recorded in history books as a testament to the courage of those who made Earth expansion possible. But they rang empty in Shoji’s ears. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Kyle was hiding something just outside the bounds of acceptable risk parameters. Still, Shoji waved to the applause of the crowd when Kyle introduced him. He put on his helmet and marched behind Kyle as they loaded into Tin Man. He followed Kyle into the cockpit.

      “This is it, team,” Kyle said. “Begin launch procedures.”

      Shoji snatched the word procedures out of the air and wrapped it around himself like a warm blanket. He moved automatically, hands moving without thinking, issuing orders without hesitation. The ship began to rumble. “Tin Man is ready to fly.”

      “Mission Control,” Kyle said. “We are ready for liftoff.”

      “Tin Man, this is Mission Control, you are go for liftoff. Opening the hangar door.” The sun emerged as the ceiling peeled away. “Your path is clear. Lift off in ten, nine…”

      The countdown faded into the background. Shoji stretched his neck from side to side and rolled his wrists. He didn’t even think about how one of his wrists was metal and stretching it was a waste of time. He was going through the motions.

      “…two…one. Liftoff.”

      Shoji pressed the ignition and felt the immediate jolt of thrust. The sky opened up as they climbed out of the hangar. It never stopped amazing Shoji how short the trip was from ground to space. He broke the atmosphere in seconds. Earth fell away behind them. The vast expanse of space sprawled out in front of him.

      “Good luck, Tin Man,” Mission Control said.

      Shoji’s eye caught on the only thing out here to look at: the jump-gate.
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      “Systems check,” Kyle ordered.

      “Running at peak efficiency,” Isaac said.

      “Structural integrity uncompromised,” Kinsey said.

      “All systems reading green,” said Shoji.

      “Well done, all,” Commander Kyle said. “Now for the hard part. Jump-Gate Control, this is Tin Man.”

      The jump-gate was a manned station, though most of it was operated remotely. The three people on board were engineers there only to maintain it and troubleshoot on-site when needed. The gate was operated remotely, from Jump-Gate Control on Earth. “We read you, Tin Man. Maintain current distance. We are opening the gate now.”

      “Hold position,” Kyle said to Shoji.

      Shoji didn’t acknowledge him—not from insubordination but because he was solely focused on the gate in front of him. He unblinkingly watched the space inside the ring. He’d had dreams of it since watching the first video of the gate. He dreamed that circle of color was a rainbow. He touched it and was transported to Heaven, where his mother greeted him with a warm smile. He was never able to shake the association.

      Jump-Gate Control counted down over the comm. When they said one, light began to course through the gate. It started at a power hub in the top center and then coursed outward, surging through the entirety of the ring, lighting up power hubs spaced evenly throughout. Something like lightning shot from each hub and collided in the center of the ring. Colors spilled out from that focal point, like six cans of paint kicked over. The color moved slowly, almost with intention.

      Shoji hadn’t realized he was holding his breath until he heard the others gasp through comms.

      “Jump-gate is open,” Control said. “You are clear to enter, Tin Man.”

      Shoji shook the wonder from his eyes and gripped the controls, ready to move Tin Man forward, then he released them. He craned his neck to look at Kyle. The commander was forced upright being strapped to his chair, but Shoji thought Kyle would have slumped if he could. His shoulders lacked their usual discipline. The resolute man’s hesitation was unsettling.

      “Sir?” Shoji asked.

      Kyle didn’t react. “Take us through.”

      Shoji turned back to the controls. Excitement washed over him, pushing the knot in his gut further down until he could no longer feel it. “Strap in, everyone. And let’s all hope Beck remembered to carry the one.”

      “I would never forget to—” Beck began. “Oh, I see. You’re joking.”

      “I am,” Shoji said. “But also not.” He pushed Tin Man forward. The distance between them and the gate closed quickly. He had no time to think about it, to linger on his doubts. The color washed over them as they passed the boundary of the ring.

      Seconds—minutes? Hours?—ticked by. Time became irrelevant. A fairytale spoken about in the same breath as super-strength or flight. Something only written about. Shoji felt like his mind was pulled free from his body, kicked around and then replaced. A sea of chaos. Everything happed at once. Absolutely everything. They split the universe open, stepped inside the gaping wound, and were regurgitated on the other side.

      Shoji didn’t know how long it was after they passed through the Mars gate that he regained consciousness. He woke to shouting.

      “Mora! Answer me!”

      “I’m here,” he said hoarsely. He released the lock on his chair and swiveled to face Kyle. The commander let his head fall forward in relief. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I came to just a minute ago. Can’t raise anyone on comms.” He tugged on his harness. “Some kind of power surge or something. It trigged emergency protocols. I’m locked in here.”

      Shoji swiveled back to the command panel and pressed the emergency release. Kyle unlatched his harness and floated out of his chair.

      “That power surge shut everything down,” Shoji said. “We’re off emergency life support right now. Eight hours of oxygen left. Nav systems down.” He unlatched his harness.

      “Follow me,” Kyle said.

      Shoji followed Kyle through the hatch. They climbed headfirst down the ladder until they reached the chest. Both men held their breath as they opened the hatch.

      “Isaac?” Kyle called.

      The wiry man emerged from the other side of the engine, his helmet lights active and making him look like an insect. “Thank god.”

      “Systems are down ship-wide,” Kyle said. “How we looking?”

      “Nothing looks damaged,” Isaac said. “Just powered down. Energy surge, best I can figure. This engine is designed to shut down if it hits a certain power threshold. Sets us afloat rather than blow us apart.”

      “How long until you get it running?” Kyle said.

      “Ten minutes?” His thick gloves made it a chore to twiddle his fingers.

      Kyle nodded, barely containing his displeasure. To Shoji, he said, “Check on Kinsey. What can she do about getting comms up? I’ll check on Beck.”

      Shoji pushed off the floor and floated toward the hatch at the back of the room. As hard as he fought to suppress the thought, he couldn’t help but be grateful for Kyle’s presence. He entered the tunnel for the left leg, pulling himself along the wall of the hip area until he reached the hatch for Kinsey’s workstation. He pulled the lever and swung the door open. He barely managed to pull himself out of the way to avoid the massive wrench that came swinging toward his face.

      “Shit, Kinsey! The hell?”

      The wrench slammed into the wall and echoed with a clang. “Should’ve knocked! How the hell am I supposed to know who it is?”

      “Why would you be trying to take any of our heads off?”

      “Could’ve been one of them.”

      “One of who?”

      “Whoever it is that attacked us.”

      Shoji’s throat closed. “What are you talking about?”

      Kinsey clutched her wrench tighter. “Something took out our systems, right?”

      “An energy surge,” Shoji said.

      “An intentional one,” Kinsey said. “We were hit with something.”

      “No.” Shoji shook his head. The idea was absurd. “Who would possibly…” His voice trailed off. Ships with offensive capabilities didn’t even exist. There was no need. Under the guidance of the EDI, all space exploration was a joint venture between all nations. The old rules didn’t apply. Exploration wasn’t established enough for a concept like pirates to have taken hold yet. Manifest had a few starfighters in the prototype phase, but that was it. He attributed Kinsey’s reaction to nerves.

      “What can you do about getting comms back up?”

      Kinsey sighed, apparently aware that her assessment was being pushed aside. “Internal comms shouldn’t be a problem. It’s a closed system that uses little power. I can connect it to emergency power without drawing a crucial amount from life support.”

      “Do it,” Shoji said. “Isaac should have the main power up in ten minutes. Once that’s done, run a full diagnostic on Tin Man.” Shoji climbed out of Kinsey’s compartment, feeling much heavier than when he’d arrived.

      He climbed just twenty feet down the corridor to the right hip. The door was already open, and he could hear voices coming from within.

      “That should not have happened.” Beck sounded steady, like a professor giving a lecture. “I’m quite sure I accounted for every variable.” Her tone downshifted and became self-effacing. “Considering the available data. We’ve had few opportunities to study the effects of transpatial teleportation on organic matter. For us and Tin Man to both black out…I don’t understand that.”

      “Power will be up soon,” Kyle said, imitating his best reassuring voice. “Then you can get to work sorting out some answers. Until then, hang tight.”

      She nodded, but it seemed like she was already in her head, running through calculations. Kyle silently gestured for Shoji to follow. They left Beck’s compartment and climbed back to the cockpit. Kyle didn’t speak until they were inside and had sealed the hatch behind them.

      “What’s your assessment?”

      Shoji pressed into the ceiling to stabilize himself. “First time I broke the sound barrier, I blacked out. I don’t think it’s that odd that we all did the same our first time jumping millions of miles in the blink of an eye.”

      Kyle grunted in acknowledgment that it wasn’t a terrible idea. “And the ship?”

      “Some kind of energy fluctuation, like Isaac said. Tin Man did what he’s supposed to do—shut down before he becomes so overloaded that he explodes. I understand the panic, but I think we’re in a good way here. Seems like a successful jump to me.”

      Kyle floated freely, spinning like his mind seemed to be.

      Kinsey’s voice sounded in the cockpit. “Comm check,” Shoji answered, followed soon by Isaac and Beck. Kinsey then provided an initial assessment of Tin Man’s structural integrity. “As shiny and new as when we took off. Not a hair out of place.”

      “Thank you,” Kyle said. He continued to spin in silence.

      “What is it?” Shoji finally asked, unable to linger in the quiet any longer.

      Grabbing the ceiling to stop his rotation, Kyle stared off as if everything continued to spin around him. “I need to brief you on something.”

      Before he could continue, the lights in the cockpit came on and Tin Man started to hum as its systems rebooted. Whatever Kyle was about to say continued to turn in his mind. He climbed back into his chair and secured his harness.

      Shoji waited a moment, hoping the commander would finish his thought, but it was obvious Kyle had no intention of doing that. Shoji followed Kyle’s lead and strapped into his chair, hoping instead to fire Tin Man up and finish this flight before anything else went wrong.

      “Nav systems are back online,” Shoji said. He tugged on the stick and turned Tin Man gently. “So are thrusters.” The jump-gate came into view as they rotated. It was powered down completely. No lights, no signs that it had been active recently. “We didn’t drift far.” A knot untied in Shoji’s gut. He hadn’t allowed himself to acknowledge its presence before, the fear that he’d been out longer than a few minutes, drifting for hours into the emptiness.

      “The engine is running at peak efficiency again,” Isaac said. “I can have a full diagnostic done in thirty minutes, but I don’t think it will show anything. All systems are fully operational.”

      “Should I contact Mars Base?” Shoji’s question hung in the air. “Commander?” Even through Kyle’s mask, Shoji could tell something was wrong. “What is it?”

      “I initiated the data transfer,” Kyle said. Mission protocol stated that as soon as the jump was complete, Tin Man was to transfer all onboard data back to Mission Control on Earth for analysis. “Automatic confirmation just came through. Check the time stamp.”

      Shoji scrolled through his monitor until a date jumped out at him and grabbed him by the throat, choking off the oxygen to his brain. “That can’t be right.”

      “According to this,” Kyle said. “We left Earth three weeks ago.”
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      Protocol. Remember procedures. Let your body move according to the manual.

      Shoji tried to force his hands to do something. Each time they reached for a button, for the controls, he was faced with the terrifying fact that there was no procedure for this.

      “We blacked out for three weeks?” The question came from Shoji’s mouth but sounded alien in his ears. “But we’ve barely drifted from the gate. We would have had some thrust coming through it, enough that we’d be a hell of a lot further away if we’d been drifting for three weeks. It’s got to be a system error.”

      “I would verify that if I could raise anyone from home on comms,” Kyle said. “I’m getting nothing.” He clenched his fists. A muffled snarl barely made it past his lips. “No, we haven’t been sitting here that long. We’d feel it. We’d be weak. I feel fine.” He shook his head. “We can figure it out later. Right now, we need to dock on Mars. We can’t linger here anymore.”

      Kinsey’s comment climbed out of the depths of Shoji’s mind. Suddenly, an apparently paranoid reaction seemed less than crazy.

      “Get us mobile,” Kyle ordered.

      Shoji began the flight procedures. He keyed at the navigation computer, mapping out his route to the Manifest colony on Mars. The radar gave him the clearest look at his surroundings since waking up. There was the gate. He touched Mars, it now being his safe harbor. The mining operations on Ceres, Vesta, Pallas, and Hygiea also sparked to life as recognized locations. At a steady cruising speed, he could have them on Mars in thirty-five minutes. He was about to key in the coordinates when he noticed something else on the radar.

      “Sir, we’ve got…something.”

      “Be more specific,” Kyle ordered.

      Shoji piloted Tin Man around the other side of the gate. The gate had drawn all his attention, and he hadn’t cared to look past it, to see what was just a half-mile away. As they crested around the edge of the gate, the objects came into view. Just white marks on radar, they took very real shape.

      “Ships,” Shoji said, breathless like he’d been punched in the gut. Three ships, maybe four, all torn apart, floating like space junk, destroyed and left forgotten. With no atmosphere to deteriorate them, it was impossible to determine how long they’d been floating there. Something in Shoji’s mind screamed that it was probably about three weeks.

      Kyle zoomed in on the nearest wreck. “It’s small. Looks like a single-person vessel. No distinguishing markings that I can—” His voice died in his throat.

      Shoji opened the camera feed on one of his monitors. The words were emblazoned in familiar typeface across a scorched segment of the hull. Manifest.

      Frantically, Kyle began scanning the remainder of the wreckage and recording pictures. He moved to a different ship that was more intact. “This is a mining ship. Manifest uses them in all its operations. They have laser drills mounted on the nose. They cut into asteroids with it, dig tunnels. No reason they should be out here away from the asteroids.”

      Shoji was more focused on the scorch marks. In response to his silent conclusion, the proximity alert sounded in the cabin, washing them in red, violent light. “Incoming!”

      Two ships cut across his view, crisscrossing at a downward angle and swooping around behind Tin Man. Shoji grabbed the stick and spun the craft, determined to keep them in view. Kyle ordered the crew to strap in. Their panicked cries became white noise.

      “They aren’t Manifest ships,” Kyle said, scanning them.

      “I’m not taking my eyes off them,” Shoji said. “Read me their specs.” He continued to spin, following the strange ships. They streaked by almost faster than his eye could follow.

      “Single-person vessels. By their design, I’d say highly maneuverable.” They looked similar to the T-33 Shooting Star. A sleek and straightforward design, a single-pilot cockpit, turrets of some kind mounted on the ends of its two wings.

      “Figured that on my own. Tell me something new.”

      “They’re fighters. They’re carrying a payload.”

      Shoji swallowed hard. “How bad?”

      “Nothing I’ve ever seen before.” The strain in Kyle’s voice, someone approaching panic, tied a noose around Shoji’s heart. Kyle grew quiet. A silence that Shoji could feel. Kyle was swallowing information, a glutton, consuming everything he could, digesting it, and then regurgitating it as something useful. “They’re short-range vehicles. Small, fast, maneuverable. Meant for hit-and-run tactics. They’ll have short-range weapons, and they won’t have sturdy shielding.”

      “Roger that.” Kyle didn’t need to elaborate for Shoji to understand the plan. The big red button on the panel by the control stick seemed to call to him. He’d been waiting to push that button. “Switching to work mode.”

      He punched the red button. The control stick fell into an open compartment in the panel and then disappeared as the compartment closed. Two gauntlets emerged in their place. They were attached to the panel by a series of cables at each wrist but were otherwise free. The pedals that controlled the pitch and roll dropped into the floor. A set of boots, the same design as the gauntlets, emerged in their place. Shoji slipped his hands into the gauntlets. He stepped into the boots. Tin Man’s arms and legs, which were locked in place during flight mode, were now free and mobile.

      He flexed his fingers and watched as Tin Man’s hands mirrored his actions. He clenched his hands into fists. Of all Tin Man’s systems, he had the least experience with work mode. His mission was to pilot through the gate and land on Mars. He knew only a little about the plans for Tin Man after that, but he hadn’t been part of tests related to those plans. He had put the mech through its paces, ran the basic tests. Those tests never factored in possible combat applications.

      “Piloting controls are yours,” Shoji said to Kyle. He didn’t like relinquishing any control of his ship, especially one so fundamental, but that’s why there was a co-pilot. One person couldn’t pilot and operate the limbs at the same time. “Keep them in front of us.”

      Kyle took the control stick at his station. He maneuvered Tin Man with grace. Shoji sometimes forgot that Commander Kyle was more than just a pain in his ass, he was a decorated pilot with decades of flight experience. He’d flown hundreds of combat missions in the days before the coalescence of the EDI, helping to pacify the holdouts and usher in the first world government.

      The two attackers continued their quick, crisscrossing patterns. They were trying to confuse the mech, duck beneath its zone of visibility, and pop up to attack its blind spot. Only Kyle didn’t give them the chance. He did as Shoji wanted and kept the nimbler fighters in sight.

      As the attackers ventured close, Shoji swiped at them. Tin Man’s massive fist, as big as the attacking ships, cut downward, missing both but forcing them to alter course. They circled back, regrouped, and charged again. They adapted quickly. Shoji expected them to follow the same pattern—cross each other’s path and duck out of view. Instead, one attacker fell behind the other so they approached in a straight line. In a tightly-coordinated maneuver, the rear ship dove while the front pulled up, both opening fire.

      Shoji swung and missed both attackers. The front ship landed several shots on Tin Man’s left arm. The rear ship struck in the center of Tin Man’s chest.

      “What in all that’s holy was that?” Isaac screamed over comms.

      Kyle didn’t respond. He said to Shoji instead, “We won’t survive many attacks like that.”

      Shoji was suddenly grateful to be piloting a grunt. Tin Man was designed for hard labor in gruesome environments. Its hull was the most durable thing built on Earth. It had not been tested against anything like this, though.

      The attackers circled back and began their next approach.

      “They’ll break at the same moment,” Shoji said. “Just out of reach. You need to climb at that same moment. Get us above them.”

      “Roger that.”

      They waited, breaths bulging in their chests. The fighters sped toward them. They fell into a straight line again. Just as they reached the breaking point, Tin Man rocketed upward and arced forward. The front ship pulled up and smashed into Tin Man’s open hand. It burst into a cloud of sparks and debris.

      The second ship dove with the intention of going below Tin Man and coming up behind it. Kyle had anticipated this. In a moment of beautiful symmetry, Kyle followed the momentum of Tin Man’s downward attack. Tin Man flipped forward, its still-outstretched hand now swiping up into the underside of the second attack. Like its former partner, it exploded.

      The sudden stillness was unsettling. The adrenaline of the momentum surged through Shoji, making his eyes dart around his visible sector of space scanning for targets. When none came, he turned and locked eyes with Kyle. Both men said plenty with their expressions. Their mouths hung open. Eyes were wide with the sight of things they thought they’d never see.

      “I was right,” Kinsey said, “wasn’t I?”

      Her voice reminded Shoji that he and Kyle weren’t the only ones aboard, that they had a mission beyond this moment. “Yeah, you were right.”

      “But it’s handled now,” Kyle interjected. “Kinsey, run a diagnostic on Tin Man. I need a full report on the damage sustained. Isaac, keep an eye on the engine. We’re going to push it as hard as we can until we reach Mars.”

      The proximity alarm sounded and bludgeoned Shoji in the head. “Five more ships inbound,” he said. “I don’t think we’re going anywhere.”

      Before Kyle could issue an order, the five ships had appeared and taken up position between Tin Man and its exfiltration route. They formed a semicircle, like a sickle ready to slice Tin Man’s head off. They were all the same as the previous two ships, both in design and payload. All except the ship in the center, which was colored differently, in a way that Shoji assumed was meant to stand apart. He decided this ship was the leader, the captain of this assault force. The nose of this ship had a star-like design painted on it. Not the kind of star a kid would wish on, the kind that menaced from lightyears away, the kind people always feared would fall from the sky and burn everything away.

      “Isaac, reroute all power to the engine,” Kyle said. “Every bit of juice of you can squeeze, except from the piloting controls.”

      “You want to run?” Shoji said.

      “Want to has nothing to do with it,” Kyle shot back. “We’re outnumbered and outgunned by an enemy we know nothing about.”

      “We can’t outfly them.”

      “We can’t outfight them either.”

      Fight and die or run and die. Neither was appealing, but Shoji would rather die fighting. He clenched Tin Man’s fists.

      “Switch to flight mode,” Kyle growled.

      Shoji arced his arms back, readying to smash as many of those ships as he could. Kyle’s orders sounded like a diminishing echo, yelled from miles away. The enemy ships on each end of the line jolted forward. They were likely intending to circle around and attack from the rear, while the others kept Shoji’s attention forward. It would have worked if they hadn’t exploded before they could flank Tin Man.

      A flashing light drew Shoji’s eye to his radar. Three more ships appeared on screen, charging fast from behind the enemy ships. Not wasting the opportunity, Shoji lunged forward with a rocket of a right cross. Kyle followed his lead and activated the boot thrusters. Tin Man’s fist slammed into the nose of one enemy ship. The center ship, the one with the star on the nose, pulled up and took off, leaving its wingman to fend for itself. The newcomers made short work of it, cutting it in half with what looked like a mining laser.

      Through a shower of sparks, Shoji watched the three newcomers settle into formation, a semicircle, aimed at Tin Man. They were Manifest ships. The same sort of mining vessels whose wreckage floated around the gate. Tension pulled on Shoji like the new ships had their own gravitational force.

      “Commander Kyle?” an unfamiliar voice said over comms. “You in there?”

      Kyle and Shoji exchanged wary glances. “This is Commander Kyle. Identify yourself.”

      “This is Randall Tir, Manifest Chief of Security. It’s damn good to see you, sir. We thought you were dead.”

      “Dead? Chief, I think I’ve missed out on quite a bit. I’m going to need a debrief.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Isaac made no attempt to hide his discomfort as he moaned over the open comm. Kyle ordered all chatter to cease until they knew more about the situation. Isaac didn’t consider moaning to be ‘chatter.’

      Shoji followed Chief Tir’s wing. The other two Manifest ships flew at Tin Man’s rear flanks. Shoji felt like he was wearing a straitjacket. He wanted to stretch out his arms. Kyle was conspicuously, but typically, quiet behind him. Shoji closed the open comm. “What do you know about this Tir guy?”

      “Only what I read in his file. I’ve never met him. He served in the later days of the US Air Force before everything was folded into the EDI.” Kyle’s tone dropped even deeper into his chest. “Tir was one of the officers who decided to take a discharge rather than serve under the new structure.” He did elaborate, but his insinuations were thick enough that Shoji could taste them.

      He’d never heard Kyle go off about the officers who chose discharge, but Shoji had heard plenty of others’ thoughts on it. When the Earth Defense Initiative was born, individual militaries became part of its command structure. They no longer existed to protect a particular nation, but the entire world. They came to each other’s aid in battling insurgent and terrorist groups, which had already forgone the notion of national boundaries. And all of the world’s top scientists and thinkers had been warning that Earth needed a massive, coordinated response in order to respond to global threats. At the time, Shoji assumed they meant things like climate change and the ensuing natural disasters.

      But not all those serving were happy with the change. “I signed up to serve my country,” they would say.

      People like Kyle, who continued to serve, thought those others were cowards and oath-breakers.

      Kyle’s tone shifted again. Higher and tighter. “What is this?”

      Instinctually, Shoji looked at his screens for a threat. He found none, but he did see Kyle’s cause for confusion. “We aren’t going to Mars.”

      Manifest’s base of operations was on Mars. They’d established a foothold there decades ago, building it out into an entire colony. Hundreds of people lived there, sustained by an enclosed farming ecosystem, oxygen generators, and climate control. The mission plan was to rendezvous with Manifest control on Mars. The jump-gate was in Mars orbit, so they would always have a solid point to jump to. But their current path was taking them away from Mars, toward the Trojans.

      Manifest had several mining outposts established on various asteroids. They rotated work depending on which was closest to Mars at the time. Their current path was taking them to the outpost on Keppler.

      Kyle didn’t ask why. He was keeping his cards as close as possible. Something was wrong, that much was painfully obvious. Letting Tir know just how in the dark the crew of Tin Man was made no tactical sense.

      “Slow your approach,” Tir said. “Follow me in.”

      Keppler was a stony chunk of rock about four kilometers in diameter. It was jagged in most places, which served as a sort of camouflage for the outpost. The metal rigging looked like an extension of the landscape. A domed structure came into view, looking like a rare respite among the piercing rock formations. It was nestled among several metal pillars that served as the skeleton for the mining operation. The dome was the only structure Shoji could see, though a few smaller ones appeared on scans. They were likely access points to different mine shafts.

      “Our hangar isn’t tall enough for your ship,” Tir said. “We’ll light a landing zone for you just next to the dome. Set it down, and we’ll bring an airlock tunnel to you.”

      “Roger that,” Kyle said.

      Tir and the other two ships stopped over the dome and descended straight down. A portion of the ceiling peeled away, and a rectangular compartment rose to meet them. It was large enough that all three ships could land side by side. After they landed, the compartment sealed and dropped back into the dome.

      A circle lit up on the ground next to the dome. Shoji wouldn’t have noticed the small patch of land had they not illuminated it. It looked just wide enough to accommodate Tin Man, ringed by rock formations.

      One of Shoji’s monitors flickered as it switched to mirror Kyle’s. The monitor showed three ship profiles, the three ships that escorted Tin Man here to Keppler. Kyle had scanned them and run their identification numbers against the Manifest database. They were a match and all three were registered as operational, at least according to the last update. Shoji was at once relieved that Kyle was taking the precautions and worried that Kyle felt he needed to. The screen changed again to show the personnel file of Randall Tir. There was nothing alarming in it. He was a decorated pilot and on track to rise through the ranks if he’d stayed in. He was listed as the Chief of Security for Manifest’s Mars colony.

      Shoji set Tin Man down in the illuminated circle. It was the first time he’d landed the ship anywhere aside from the bunker at Vandenburg. Before he powered down, Kyle addressed the crew.

      “Everyone, meet in engineering. Be suited up and ready to disembark.” He nodded to Shoji, who powered down Tin Man.

      “Thoughts?” Shoji said as he followed Kyle out of the cabin.

      “I’ve got plenty. Most of them are just different iterations of what the hell?”

      Isaac looked like he’d plugged himself directly into the engine. He had gone so white he was almost glowing, and he was pacing a track in the floor. Kinsey and Beck arrived together shortly after Kyle and Shoji.

      “Here’s what we know,” Kyle said, preempting any of their questions. What followed was more questions than answers. “Data we have suggests we’ve lost three weeks from the time we entered the Earth gate. In that three weeks, it appears that a hostile force engaged the Mars colony.”

      “Is that why we’re here on this rock?” Kinsey said.

      “Couldn’t this just be some kind of detour?” Isaac said, hopeful. “They could be having some technical problems at the colony.”

      “The Manifest ships that came to our aid have been modified for combat,” Kyle said. “That takes time. We can assume they’ve faced this enemy before. The Mars colony is a far better defensive position than this. If they’ve taken us here rather than there, we can also assume the Mars colony is compromised.”

      “The enemy,” Beck whispered. “Who is it?”

      Her question was heavy, loaded down with the worry that everyone was trying to push to the backs of their minds.

      “Unknown,” Kyle said. “Couldn’t identify their ships.”

      Beck opened her mouth to speak, but Kyle silenced her before she could. He knew what would follow was likely to be a series of questions and scenarios that would lead everyone down a rabbit hole they could not afford to be lost in right now.

      “Our objective now is to assess the situation,” Kyle continued. “We let Chief Tir talk, tell us what he knows. Don’t offer any information but don’t resist if asked.”

      “We don’t have any information,” Isaac said.

      “Perfect,” Kyle said. He led them all down the tunnel to the feet. “Chief Tir, this is Commander Kyle. We’re coming out.” He nodded at the crew before opening the hatch. It was meant as a reassuring gesture, but Shoji couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more of a Butch and Sundance moment, comrades-in-arms acknowledging that they were about to charge to their deaths.

      Chief Tir and a team of four were there to greet the Tin Man as the hatch swung open. Only Tir’s suit was discernable from the others. It was mostly blue with a singular strong white line running down the middle. The Manifest logo was emblazoned on the chest. His name and title were written underneath it. The rest of the suits were orange with the same white line and logo. The use of color was so people could more easily be distinguished by sight while on the job. Blue was the designated color for security forces. Orange was for miners. That was what made it seem so odd to see those orange suits clutching their firearms.

      “Follow me,” Tir said. “We can debrief in the garage.” He and his team led the Tin Man crew around the large dome structure to one of the smaller structures that Shoji had assumed was a mine shaft. It was hardly nine hundred square feet. From the outside, it appeared to be exactly what Tir claimed it to be—a large overhead door declaring it to be a garage.

      They entered an airlock chamber on the opposite side of the overhead door. The hum of the door closing and the hiss of the air pressure shifting would have been soothing in other circumstances, the noises of impending safety. The sound of blood pumping in Shoji’s ears almost drowned them out.

      The four in orange suits seemed to relax once they all left the airlock and entered the main space of the garage. They let their weapons lower so that they no longer posed a threat. Shoji wasn’t sure they ever really posed a threat. A thought had been worming its way through Shoji’s mind, one that would have him believe those in orange were enemy soldiers who had disguised themselves as miners in order to ambush Shoji and the others. But as he studied them, Shoji realized that they may have just been miners. They did not carry themselves like soldiers, or like anyone who had seen any kind of combat. They were scared, unsure.

      Tir removed his helmet and revealed that the photo from his personnel file was dated. He was no longer the man with chestnut hair and strong jaw line. His hair was mostly gray now, only wisps of the color of his youth still visible on the top of his head. His jaw line was hidden under a ragged, gray beard. His eyes still possessed the authority they had in his picture. His commanding presence was not something that faded with time.

      Neither was his keen eye. He caught Shoji’s lingering glare at the gun in his hand. Tir held a sidearm. It was the same sort of design as the rifle-type weapons the others had but in a more compact design. They were recoilless projectile weapons. They expelled a propellant gas from the rear to rocket a small chunk of something that would tear through a body like pudding. Tir raised his free hand in a placating gesture while holstering his sidearm. “Just a precaution. Standard procedure in a situation like this.”

      Evoking procedure eased Shoji’s mind somewhat.

      “Speaking of,” Kyle said. “How about that briefing?”

      “Of course.” Chief Tir gestured for them to follow. He ordered the four in orange to see to their ships. They left through the airlock, leaving the Tin Man crew alone with Chief Tir. This eased Shoji’s mind further.

      They could see all there was to see from where they stood inside the small garage. Chairs and some crates had been set up in a semicircle at the rear of the room. Tir waited for them to sit, his arms folded behind his back. He still composed himself like a military man—or maybe a situation like this had just brought it all back for him.

      “Three weeks ago, you were scheduled to come through the gate,” Tir began. “You did not. But something did. Those fighters you encountered at the gate, dozens of them and a capital ship.”

      Beck raised her hand like she was a student in class. Kyle drew the attention away from her. “What happened next?” he asked.

      “Chaos. No one knew what was going on or what to do. We couldn’t establish contact with Earth. Everything happened so fast. But, in retrospect, they were organized. It was an attack force.” Tir’s voice trembled just a fraction. He turned and made it look like he was studying a chart tacked to the wall. When he turned back to face them, he had composed himself. “I’ve been replaying those first hours since it happened. When they came through, they were ready for a fight, but I don’t think they were certain they were going to find one. At first, when they emerged, we didn’t know anything was wrong. It took a minute to register that they weren’t the guests we were expecting. But they didn’t attack right away.” His eyes trailed off and his voice followed.

      “But they did eventually.” Kyle gently pulled Tir back to the conversation.

      “Yes. And once they decided on it, they didn’t stop.” Tir turned back to the chart he had faced a minute ago. A map of the sector. He pointed to the gate. “This is where they came through. We had a dozen single-pilot ships, a few transports, and our capital ship there to greet them. A ceremonial escort. Once the enemy opened fire, we panicked. They cut most of the smaller ships to shreds. I think they assumed they were starfighters. One of the transports was taken out. The others and the capital ship made it back to Mars. That’s how the enemy found the colony.”

      Darkness invaded Tir’s voice. It cast shadows of a scene in Shoji’s mind. He looked to Kyle, waiting for the commander to say something to ease the obvious burden pushing down on the chief’s shoulders, but Kyle stuck to his strategy.

      “I was on the colony,” Tir continued. “Prepping for your arrival. The capital ship, the Trailblazer, radioed to warn us. Not that there was much we could do. None of our ships had offensive capabilities. My job was to ensure security protocols were adhered to by the staff. You know, tell the grunts to simmer down when they’ve had a few too many after their shift. Not…” His voice drifted away again. “Anyway, I was able to coordinate a partial evacuation. Some of us got away. We lost a lot of ships trying to run. Some of us are still there. At least, as far as I know.”

      Kyle inhaled deeply, like he was trying to suck all the air out of the room. “Is this all that’s left?” He gestured to the airlock where the other four had just left.

      “Me and those four,” Tir said, “and seven more in the main building. That’s all of us on this station. Those of us that made it off Mars split up hoping to increase our chances. Half came here, half went to the manufacturing station on Phobos.”

      “What’s the status of Phobos?” Shoji asked.

      “I don’t know.” Tir’s lip curled in distaste. The words were sour in his mouth. “We maintained contact for about a week. A woman named Abigail Trent was leading things there. She was on my security team, one of the few who made it off Mars. She’s a good woman. She had plans to use the resources on Phobos to fortify some ships. We did the same. The plan was to join forces for a joint assault on the Mars colony. Then we lost contact.”

      Commander Kyle stood and paced the room. It was unnerving to watch, this man always so in control, now walking a track into the floor. Shoji followed him with his eyes like a hypnotist’s watch, lulling him into a suggestive state. But no suggestion came.

      “It looks like you managed to fortify the ships,” Shoji said.

      “Yeah,” Tir said, pride brightening his face a little. “I was lucky enough to have two of the best mechanics in the colony in my squad as we retreated here. We consulted with some engineers on Phobos and were able to modify those single-pilot mining ships into some actual goddamn starfighters.” His cheeks reddened as looked at Kyle. “Pardon the language, sir.” It seemed an attempt at acknowledging their shared history in the Air Force, the elephant in the room.

      Kyle didn’t respond. He let Tir dangle on that hook.

      “Anyway,” Tir continued. “We juiced up the engines a little, boosted their range enough that they can travel to Mars and back without a problem, added some shielding. They can take a hit, but not much of one. And we added weapons systems. We mounted mining lasers on the nose. They aren’t on par with those enemy ships, but they’ve held their own.”

      “You engaged them?” Kyle’s voice was tight.

      Tir clearly heard the hidden accusation. “When we have to, yes.”

      Kyle paced a very small radius, his eyes on the floor, stroking his chin. “Stupid.”

      “Excuse me?” Chief Tir puffed up like a balloon.

      “That was a stupid move.” Kyle stopped pacing. He planted his foot on the metal floor and his fists onto the surface of an imaginary table. “You have no intel. You engaged a completely unknown enemy with ships you cobbled together and pilots who aren’t battle-tested. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      “We had no choice,” Tir shot back. “This enemy took Mars, has done god-knows-what to those stationed there, and would have wiped us off the map. We dug in here, but we couldn’t wait around for help that was never coming. So we fought back. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Commander Kyle fell silent and continued to pace. He seemed to chew on the words, digest them.

      “You said there was a plan to assault Mars?” Shoji spoke at barely a whisper, half-hoping that only Tir would hear it.

      Kyle snatched the question out of the air. “No.”

      “There is,” Tir said.

      “No,” Kyle repeated.

      “What other choice do we have?” Tir said.

      “If we make a run on a fortified position with these playthings you rigged up and pilots who barely know how to fly them, we may as well just eject ourselves into space right now. There is zero chance of success.”

      “We were running on fumes before you got here,” Tir said, his voice climbing volume and intensity. “We had maybe a week of rations left. Now, cut that in half. Staying here is a hundred percent chance of starving to death.”

      Beck stepped between them, surprising Tir and Kyle enough to break their stare-down. “I find fault in both your statistical analyses.”

      Her bluntness was enough to crack a smile on Shoji’s face. “As do I. Your collective assumption of certain doom only factors in two options. We’re a group of smart people. I think we can come up with something.”

      Kyle shifted his doom stare to Shoji. After a prolonged moment in which Shoji swore he could hear Kyle’s thoughts as the commander cursed them all up and down, Kyle relented. At least, he assumed the grunt was Kyle relenting.

      “We have resources to last us all a few days,” Shoji said. “Then we need to move. There’s no question about that. It seems like we only have two options: Mars, which is certainly a suicide mission, and Phobos.”

      “Which only might be a suicide mission,” Isaac said.

      “Exactly,” Shoji said with a smile. “Possible suicide is better than certain suicide.”

      Kyle squeezed his temples like he was trying to keep his head from bursting. “You have no way of making contact with your people on Phobos?” Tir shook his head. Kyle looked at Isaac and Kinsey. “Do we?”

      Kinsey shrugged. “Not if the communication problem is on their end.”

      Kyle’s shoulders sagged. “And if the enemy has Phobos and we tried to contact, they would just intercept our transmission. Then we go in blind.”

      “Not necessarily,” Tir said. “I’ve got a mining probe. Miners send them into shafts to remotely survey an area before moving in. If we can boost the range on it, we can send it ahead to scout Phobos.”

      Isaac raised his hand, excited by the challenge and the opportunity to do something other than wait and worry. “I can help with that.”

      The atmosphere in the room shifted, like the storm had broken. “If we’re going into battle,” Shoji said, “then we’re going to need to make some modifications to Tin Man. He wasn’t built for combat.”

      Kinsey jumped out of her chair. “I call that part. I can do it.”

      Kyle cocked his head, silently urging her to calm down. “Do you have any materials my mechanic can use, Chief?”

      The smile fighting for space on Tir’s face made the chief look ten years younger. “I can show her to our storage area. My techs can get her up to speed on some of the modifications we’ve made to our ships.”

      Kyle nodded his approval. He gestured toward Shoji. “I think it might be a good idea for Captain Mora here to talk to your pilots as well. He can show them a few things.”

      “They would appreciate that,” Tir said.

      Another shift in the air. The storm clouds had blown out to sea and left in their place clear skies, a path forward.

      “Let’s get to it,” Kyle said. “We’ve only got a few days. Then it’s off to war.”
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      Time passed differently in space. Not because of any kind of Einstein theories or anything like that. There just wasn’t a sun. No passing from day to night. No way to judge the end of one and the beginning of the other. Not that it would have mattered. The Tin Man crew and Chief Tir’s people would have worked through the night and day regardless.

      It was the eve of battle. The others were restless, but Shoji knew the feeling well. He knew how to cope with it, and he knew how to help others do the same. He did not know how to teach miners to fly combat missions. He had never graduated to the level of flight instructor while serving in the EDI Air Force. That was the career path a lot of pilots chose to follow. Rise through the ranks, clock successful combat missions, maybe add a star or two to your lapel, spend the twilight years of your career as a flight instructor. It was a good gig, offered only to the best, but Shoji was never an ‘if you can’t do, teach’ kind of person. He always wanted to do.

      The miners were hardened folks, though. They had been working jobs that most of humanity would never sign up for. Surviving lightyears away from home took a certain level of grit on its own, but to also bore holes in asteroids and chisel ore from the cavern walls took a fierceness that transitioned well into combat. The miner pilots knew how to handle their ships just fine; they’d been doing it for years. They just needed to tweak their experience to fit a combat situation.

      Shoji taught them some basic dogfighting tactics, taking them up in the air and running them through the paces. Tir offered his own ship up for instructional purposes. Shoji loved piloting Tin Man, but he missed being on his own in the cockpit of a single-pilot ship. It maneuvered much like the other planes he’d flown, if a little clunkier. The mining ships were made to be workhorses. They were sturdy, but not nimble. He managed a few impressive maneuvers regardless.

      The miner pilots were sufficiently impressed when they landed. Shoji was doubtful that half a day of combat instruction would be sufficient in the long run, but he hoped it was enough to get them to Phobos in one piece.

      Isaac modified the mining probe in about two hours. The resident techs looked at him with a mix of awe and irritation. His skills were undeniable, but so, too, was his neuroticism. They launched the probe after a quick diagnostic. Isaac modified it to run a pre-designated route so it could do so without remote guidance. It would record the data and return. Not transmitting to or from the probe increased the likelihood that it would complete its mission undetected. It also meant the probe’s mission would take longer to complete.

      Kinsey used that time to work on Tin Man. Her mood had changed completely from anything Shoji had witnessed. He resolved that this was the Kinsey who got to cut open and explore the jump-gate’s guts versus the Kinsey who had to observe the gate from the other side of a barrier. She was youthful and excited, bouncing from foot to foot as she stood at a worktable sketching on some schematics. Her voice was playful as she called orders to the mechanics assisting her.

      Beck was quiet. More so than usual. She had seemed to go further inward after the initial briefing with Chief Tir. Shoji had seen her do that before, when she needed to troubleshoot something. It felt like she stepped into a separate space inside herself, like a little pocket dimension where she could sit and think and compute without distraction. Shoji could stand shoulder to shoulder with her, and she would feel lightyears away. He hoped that when she returned, she would do so with a solution to everything.

      Commander Kyle and Chief Tir ran operations, coordinating the mechanics and techs and planning for every eventuality on their approach to Mars. It was clear from the tension in their voices that they did not like each other, but they were soldiers, and they would not allow feelings to interfere in a mission. Their soldier energy also made it painfully obvious that they, aside from Shoji, were the only soldiers on Keppler.

      The way the others moved through the compound, Shoji could almost feel their fear. It was growing, becoming its own entity. It would soon grow powerful enough that it would take on a form of its own. It would take control. Fear unchecked would do more harm to a mission than poor planning. He tried to counter it as best he could. He reiterated his protocol technique to Isaac and Kinsey, but that didn’t seem to stick with the miners. This was so far beyond protocol for them that it bordered on absurd. They couldn’t fold this moment into the same universe in which they clocked in and were allowed four weeks’ paid vacation and hazard pay.

      Deciding to let the mood play out, Shoji opted to leave the miners to sort themselves. He looked over Kinsey’s schematics like he was flipping through a magazine, a way to pass the time.

      “Hey,” Kinsey called to Shoji like one of the bad kids trying to persuade him to sneak behind the school for a nip of whiskey before gym glass. He didn’t notice her approach. She stood in front of him, smeared with grease. “Want to see him? Tin Man is ready to go and he’s looking like a real bad-ass.”

      The mood on Keppler suddenly fell to the back of Shoji’s mind. His head swirled with wild fantasies about what Kinsey did to Tin Man. He reined in his imagination before Kinsey unveiled the finished product, not wanting the gulf between hope and reality to grow too wide. He needn’t have worried, though. Kinsey’s imagination was exponentially wilder than his.

      She danced into the airlock and sang to herself as they suited up. She skipped outside, which was an impressive feat in little gravity. At first glance, Tin Man looked largely the same. Kinsey didn’t care about cosmetic enhancements. Any change to the appearance of the mech would have served a deeper purpose—as was the case with the slight color change. When they took off from Earth, Tin Man was a bland gray, no paint on his metal body. He was a prototype, not meant to be flashy. He now had a blue tint to him. Not from a paint job, but from the added shielding.

      “We cannibalized some wrecked mining ships,” Kinsey said, still sounding like she was singing. “Those little guys are juggernauts. They were built to handle frequent extreme pressure changes and direct hits to the hull from falling debris. One of the Manifest mechanics told me an earlier model of the mining ships was inside an asteroid when the entire rock imploded. They were able to pull the pilot out of it two days later. Guy was bruised and had a busted rib or two.” She put her hands on her hips and rocked on her heels like a proud parent. “This guy won’t have a problem taking some hits now.”

      Grabbing Shoji’s arm, Kinsey pulled him around to Tin Man’s back. Mounted on the back of its left shoulder was the same kind of laser that had been attached to the mining ships. It sat on a newly-added track that ran from the back to the top of Tin Man’s shoulder. “That there will give us some offensive power. It’s on a track so we can fire it while in flight mode, but it can move so we can fire it in work mode too.” She rested her hands on her hips and shook her head disappointedly. “Was hoping to mount some rockets too, but I ran out of time. Maybe once we get to Phobos. They’ve got a whole mess more materials and tools to work with anyway.”

      Shoji was glad for his helmet, as it hid his immediate reservations. “Yeah, we should be able to gear up once we get there.”

      Kinsey slapped Shoji’s shoulder, snapping them both back into childlike excitement. “Oh yeah,” she said. “I forgot the best part.” She pulled him back around front and to the right hand.

      Shoji’s eyes narrowed as they tried to decipher what he was looking at, but then they widened with realization and joy. “Is that…”

      Kinsey laughed. “Damn right it is.” A diamond-shaped fixture was attached to the back of Tin Man’s right hand with an open slot at the top, near the fingers. The smallest part of a knife point protruded from it. “Close-quarters combat just got a lot easier. I’ve got a head full of other ideas. I’ll revisit them once we reach Phobos. I should be able to work up something with what they have there.”

      “Thanks to these changes, we might actually make it to Phobos.” The back of Shoji’s neck burned as he realized his attempt at levity was misguided. Kinsey tensed, her excitement shoved deep into her. Shoji opened his mouth several times to say something reassuring but couldn’t muster the words. He said, “Good job,” instead, and walked away.

      Hushed conversation surged into Shoji’s ears as he removed his helmet in the main hangar. He fought the urge to scan for it, knowing instinctively that it was like a hummingbird that would fly away as soon as he laid eyes on it. He recognized Beck’s voice. She spoke hurriedly, her words smashing into each other.

      “I need to access the jump-gate,” she said.

      “That just isn’t possible right now,” Kyle said. “We’ve got more immediate concerns.”

      “We don’t. I have a theory about what happened when we entered the gate. If it’s true, then that is our most pressing problem. But I need the data from the gate’s internal computers.”

      “No,” Kyle snapped. “I need your head on this mission right now. Understood?” He barked the last word like a commanding officer at a soldier.

      Shoji could imagine Beck’s response. Shrinking under the pressure, flinching against the harsh tone.

      “Yes.” Her voice was quiet, but no less determined.

      Kyle appeared in Shoji’s periphery. “Final briefing in ten minutes.” He crossed Shoji’s path and was gone, never slowing for a response.

      Shoji felt an urge to talk to Beck, but he knew how a conversation with her would go. She would say a lot of things he didn’t understand. He would need to claw out of the conversation like he was climbing out of his own grave. That wasn’t how he wanted to spend his last ten minutes before embarking on what could be his last mission.

      He tucked his chin to his chest and ignored Beck’s eyes burning a hole into his side. Shoji affixed his helmet again as he stepped into the airlock. He walked outside, grateful at least that he didn’t need to seek permission to leave the compound as he would if this were a military-run operation. Every other aspect of this moment could have benefited from a strict command structure, though.

      He turned away from Tin Man, hoping to avoid Kinsey for the same reason he avoided Beck. He stopped on the opposite side of the compound and leaned against the outside of the building. He looked out at the vast stretch of nothing. He felt like he was home again, looking out over the ocean, or the desert. He knew there was an enemy out there somewhere waiting to kill him, but they were drops in an infinite ocean. The rest of the ocean was his.
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      The compound felt crowded with everyone on Keppler gathered inside. It was the first and only time they would all stand in the same room. Things were so compact between the people and the ships that there was barely room for Kyle and Tir’s battling egos.

      Tir stood front and center ready to begin his briefing when Kyle stepped in to cut him off.

      “Here’s the deal,” Kyle began. He maintained the composure of a military officer but spoke with a frankness that the Manifest workers responded to. “We’re ready to fly. The work you’ve all done on these ships is impressive. You turned working machines into fighting machines. Unfortunately, that was the easy part. Now, we need to use them.” His voice left no room for question. Some of the miners had held out hope that the path to Phobos would be clear, that the moon would be empty of enemies, full of their friends waiting to throw a party when they arrived. Kyle gestured for Isaac to address the group.

      “The drone returned a few hours ago,” Isaac said. “We’ve just finished analyzing the data.” He waved to a man to his left, who pushed a cart to Isaac’s side. The modified mining drone sat on top of the cart. Isaac plugged a computer into a terminal on the drone’s side and projected an image on an empty section of wall. Grainy at first, the picture cleared with some adjustments. Most wished it hadn’t.

      “What the hell is that?” someone in the crowd said.

      “That,” Isaac said, pointing to a large dark section of the image, “is an enemy ship.” A round of curses rolled through the crowd, shaking Isaac, who seemed to take them personally. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      “Are you looking at the same picture?” a miner asked. His name was Talbot. A mouthy one that Shoji had come to know well. He was adversarial by nature, which made him a real chore to teach. He questioned everything, challenged Shoji for the sake of challenging him, but the same headstrong nature that made him a pain as a student also made for a good pilot. He charged ahead without fear, and he would take the fight to the enemy.

      “Yes,” Isaac said. “That is a very large ship. From what little intel we have, we liken it to a destroyer-class ship.”

      “Oh, well that’s not so bad,” Talbot said, throwing his hands in the air.

      Shoji slapped him on the back of the head. “Let him finish.”

      Isaac nodded in appreciation. “It has a large payload of munitions and the capability to transport a dozen starfighters.”

      Talbot glanced over his shoulder to check whether Shoji was still in slapping distance. After locking eyes, the miner turned back forward and remained silent.

      “But we don’t believe it is operating at full capacity,” Isaac continued. “Thermal scans show the ship running on a skeleton crew. If they launch all their starfighters, the destroyer crew will be spread too thin to pose a significant threat. If they don’t launch any starfighters, then we will be able to focus all our fire on the destroyer. They’ll probably opt for something in between.”

      “But this is all theory,” Talbot said. He winced, expecting a slap. When none came, he relaxed.

      Kyle took the floor. “That’s right. We are operating under the assumption that this ship and the things flying it are anything like us at all. But we’ve analyzed the ship, compared it with Chief Tir’s expert firsthand account of their tech in action, and we’re confident in our assessment.” The room was still. “We know our stuff,” Kyle said.

      The miners allowed themselves a laugh before one of the asked, “How come the destroyer isn’t attacking Phobos?”

      “We have a theory about that,” Kyle replied. “It’s a tactic I’ve seen before. The enemy is focused solely on Mars, but they recognize a potential for trouble coming from Phobos. Rather than divide their forces and fight on two fronts, they dispatched the destroyer to sit on Phobos. It’s a deterrent, meant to scare your people into sitting still.”

      “A bluff?” a miner said.

      “Not exactly,” Kyle said. “The destroyer has the ability to deliver on its inherent threat even with a skeleton crew. The enemy would just rather not waste the resources if it doesn’t have to. They’re being safe. It’s a smart move.” His apparent admiration for the enemy’s tactics drew some ire from the crowd.

      Tir stepped forward. He didn’t acknowledge Commander Kyle’s comment. “So we’re going to respond in kind, by being smart. We’re going to do exactly what the enemy wanted to avoid and attack them on two fronts. We attack the destroyer. We use hit-and-run tactics to keep its attention on us. If they deploy starfighters, then we break off and engage. Tin Man will keep engaging the destroyer. Meanwhile, we deploy the drone to Phobos, telling our people what’s what. If I know Abigail Trent at all, she’s been itching for a fight. All we have to do is give her the excuse. Then we pin the destroyer between us and Phobos and cut the thing to pieces.”

      That drew a round of cheers. The only person in the room not at least smiling was Beck. She was typically reserved. A scientist at all times, cutting scenarios apart to analyze each tiny fragment, but something was different about her. There was a weight to her silence. She was doing more than observing. She was working something out, a problem that hadn’t even occurred to anyone else yet.

      “Dismissed,” Kyle said. The raucous energy paused, like someone’s dad had just walked into the party.

      “Saddle up,” Tir said.

      “And dig in,” the miners answered in unison.

      Shoji didn’t have time to relish Commander Kyle’s embarrassment. He was caught up in the sudden flood of bodies as they made for their ships. The rest of the Tin Man crew waited in the airlock. Isaac and Kinsey already had their helmets secured. Isaac wrung his hands like he was trying to squeeze something to death. Kinsey bounced on her feet, eager to go. Beck held her helmet under her arm as she stared at the invisible chalkboard in front of her, eyes running through lines of equations and variables.

      “Beck,” Shoji said.

      She looked at him like he was another problem to solve.

      “You ready?”

      She secured her helmet. “Yes.”

      Shoji nodded as if that was all he meant. He matched her, securing his helmet, imagining it blocking out his concerns and worries. Commander Kyle emerged from the bustling crowd, helmet secured, ready to act.

      “Heads high,” he commanded. He did not seem to struggle between commanding-officer and assuring voice with this team, like he did with the group at large. “The others are looking to us. They need to know the tip of the spear is sharp enough to cut through the enemy.”

      Isaac looked around like he’d lost something. “Is that us? Are we the tip of the spear?”

      “We are now,” Kyle said.
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      Keppler had faded away behind them hours ago. The interim was always the worst. They were like a bullet already shot from the gun, just waiting for impact. But their arc was hours long, giving them too much time to contemplate the moment they exploded.

      “Systems check,” Kyle said.

      It was the third time since takeoff that he’d ordered it. Kyle wasn’t an anxious man. He ordered the tests for the same reason Shoji would have. Protocol. Force the crew to go through the motions, keep their minds occupied and hands busy.

      Shoji took the opportunity to familiarize himself with Kinsey’s upgrades. He deployed the shoulder-mounted laser, toggled on the targeting controls. He did the same with the wrist-blade.

      “Approaching the rendezvous point,” Kyle said to their small fleet. “Break into your squads.” The mining ships-turned-starfighters formed up in two groups, with Tin Man at the center. “We will go radio silent from now until further notice. On my mark, you will go full throttle until the enemy ship is in sight. Then break into combat formation and begin the assault. Good luck.” He cut the communication. “Ready?”

      Shoji stretched his head from side to side, rolled his wrists. “I’m good.”

      “Keep a steady lead, but don’t leave the fleet behind completely. They need to know we’re still with them, but we need to get there first.”

      “Understood.”

      “Isaac,” Kyle said. “Ready the probe. We’re launching it as soon as we reach Phobos.”

      “Yes, sir.” The uncertainty in Isaac’s voice was more pronounced now that he was down at the airlock rather than at his usual station in Engineering.

      “Okay,” Kyle said, more to himself than anyone else. “Take us in.”

      Shoji gripped the helm and activated the thrusters. His guts pressed against his spine. His hands trembled, but he did not slacken his grip. He ran through the procedures in his mind, imagined his body acting. “Enemy destroyer in sight.”

      “Do it.”

      Shoji terminated the thrust and activated work mode at the same time. The radical shift in controls was disorienting. The helm receded into the panel. The gauntlets emerged. His mind and body tangled in a knot, one not being able to distinguish from the other. He soon unwound them, and each part of himself knew what it was supposed to do. He shoved his hands into the gauntlets and stepped into the boots. He shifted his focus from flying to fighting, from speed to maneuverability.

      The destroyer hung in space like an asteroid contemplating whether to crash into the moon of Phobos. It was even more imposing now that they were in its presence. The full weight of its destructive capability was apparent.

      “Launch the probe,” Kyle ordered.

      The airlock opened and ejected the probe. Isaac piloted it straight toward Phobos with all of its thrust firing. It transmitted the full unfettered signal, no longer concerned whether it would be intercepted. The airlock closed.

      “Making my way back to Engineering,” Isaac said. “Try not to flip around too much for the next minute.”

      “No promises,” Shoji said.

      “We’re ten seconds out,” Tir said.

      “Keep that destroyer’s attention on us,” Kyle said.

      “Roger that.” Shoji activated the shoulder laser. It rotated from its resting place on Tin Man’s back onto the top of the shoulder. One of the monitors lit up with a targeting reticule. He positioned it center-mass on the destroyer. “Laser’s hot.” Red light burst in Tin Man’s periphery, followed by a red line, perfect in its symmetry, like someone took a fine-point pen and drew a line across the stretch of black. The destroyer shook from the impact. But once the laser ceased, the destroyer seemed no worse for wear. “Not going to lie, I was kind of hoping that would have been the end of that.”

      The cannons on the starboard side of the destroyer lit up.

      “It will be if we don’t get the hell out of here,” Kyle said.

      He plunged Tin Man into a dive. The cannon attacks flew by, narrowly missing Tin Man. Two of the shots exploded just meters from the hull, sending a shockwave through the ship.

      “That was not one minute!” Isaac yelled.

      “Squads A and B, you know your objectives. Get to it.” The small fleet of miners shot by on both sides of Tin Man. Half arced around to the port side while the other half attacked the starboard. Smoke trails appeared like silly string at a party, connecting the miners to the destroyer. They targeted the cannons. Some found their marks. Others went wide. The miners turned wide as they prepared to make another run. After the first attack, the miners managed to disable a total of two cannons—maybe ten percent of the total.

      “Aim like that isn’t going to cut it,” Kyle said, sure not to speak over comm so the fleet could hear.

      “They aren’t soldiers,” Shoji said. “I just taught them this attack pattern yesterday.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be sure to put that on their headstones.”

      Shoji clenched his jaw. He hovered the aiming reticule over a cluster of cannons. Squeezing the trigger built into the left gauntlet, he let loose another beam of destruction. Two of the destroyer’s cannons were turned to sparks. He was about to gloat when Kyle’s booming voice filled the cockpit.

      “Fighters inbound!”

      Shoji reflexively launched into evasive maneuvers not knowing whether he’d been targeted or even where the fighters were. As he pulled out of a dive, he caught sight of the rear end of the destroyer. An opening was covered with a glistening shimmer that reminded him of the surface of the jump-gate, a film of energy that kept the ship pressurized but allowed ships to pass through. Which they did. Ten enemy starfighters spilled out the back of the destroyer like bees from the hive.

      “All ships, evasive maneuvers,” Kyle said. “Remember the goal here: buy time until Trent and her people can assist.” He muted the fleet-wide comm. “Isaac, what’s the status on the probe?”

      “Still transmitting, sir. No response yet.”

      The enemy ships fell into an attack pattern that Shoji recognized. He was glad to see that combat tactics were at least somewhat universal. He felt like he understood what he was fighting. The ten enemy ships lined up in a v-pattern. The ships on the wings of the V let loose with a merciless barrage of cover fire, scattering the miners so the lead ship could get in close.

      “I need two ships on me,” Shoji said as he raced to meet the coming force head-on. “Fall in line behind me. Single file.” Two miners dropped down and did as he said.

      “Right behind you,” Talbot said.

      Shoji had an immediate visceral reaction to hearing Talbot’s voice, like nails on a chalkboard, but this was a different scenario than training. This was a moment in which Talbot was an asset and not just a pain in the ass. “Ready your rockets, Talbot. As soon as you get a clear shot, take it. Aim for their lead ship.”

      “Roger.”

      Shoji spread Tin Man’s arms and kept his chest up, trying to take up as much space and provide as much cover as he could. “Kinsey, I’m about to stress test your armor.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that even a little bit,” Kinsey said.

      “Talbot, on my mark,” Shoji said.

      The enemy attackers had closed the distance between them. They were faster than Shoji realized. He pulled the trigger in the right gauntlet, extending the wrist-blade. In the moment before he acted, he caught a glimpse of the enemy’s lead ship. There was a star painted across the nose, the same ship they’d clashed with when they came through the gate. That star suddenly became a target. Shoji forgot the plan he’d concocted just seconds ago.

      Concussive blasts struck Tin Man’s hull. The armor served its purpose, shrugging off the attacks with relative disinterest. The bulk of the enemy fleet’s attack was focused on the miner fleet. The Star Ship was the one to worry about, though. Its full rocket battery charged up.

      “What’s the plan here?” Kyle said. His words sounded like an echo, shouted from miles away.

      Shoji kicked his thrusters into high, propelling him forward in one quick burst, closing the last of the distance between him and the Star Ship in a microsecond. He slashed down with his wrist-blade. The Star Ship saw the attack coming. He rolled to the side. Shoji knew his mistake immediately. The Star Ship fired its rockets.

      “Scatter!” Shoji yelled.

      Talbot dove and rolled, avoiding one of the rockets. The other miner wasn’t so quick. His ship exploded.

      Shoji’s face burned with shame and adrenaline. He refocused on the enemy fleet and not the dead man following him. He slashed upward and cut an enemy ship in half. A barrage of fire struck Tin Man in the chest, doing no lasting damage. The armor held.

      “Talbot, ready your rockets,” Shoji said. “In three, two…” Tin Man dropped like a weight.

      Talbot fired off two rockets, each hitting their mark, destroying two more enemy ships.

      The enemy fleet scattered.

      “We broke the enemy’s formation,” Kyle said. “Engage fighters ship to ship. Keep them from regrouping.” He switched to the Tin Man comm. “Isaac, status check on the probe. Kinsey, run a ship-wide diagnostic. Beck, I want you collecting as much combat data as possible for later analysis.”

      “Wishful thinking,” Shoji said.

      “Forward thinking,” Kyle said. “I suggest you try it. Target the destroyer’s remaining cannon batteries.”

      The dead miner behind in his coffin of twisted metal flashed in Shoji’s mind. His arm screamed in pain, nerves that no longer existed lighting on fire. He ignored them both and targeted the destroyer. “Talbot, stay with me. We’re going to cripple the destroyer.”

      “Hell yeah,” Talbot said.

      They arced around to the rear of the destroyer and lined up for an attack run. “I’m taking us in close,” Shoji said. “Keep the fighters off me.”

      “Roger,” Talbot said.

      Shoji positioned Tin Man so they were only a mech-arm’s length from the destroyer’s hull. He shot forward, skimming along the side of the enemy ship. An enemy fighter dropped from above and targeted them. Before Shoji could say anything, the fighter burst into a cloud of sparks. “I owe you, Talbot.”

      “I accept cash and beer,” Talbot responded.

      Shoji extended Tin Man’s right arm. He jabbed the wrist-blade into the destroyer’s hull and dragged it like he was keying a car in the parking lot. He sliced through the remaining starboard cannons, destroying them completely.

      The sense of victory was short-lived.

      “We’ve lost another ship,” Tir said.

      With the few ships the miners had, there was little leeway in losing any. Just one ship lost shifted the balance drastically in the enemy’s favor.

      “We need to end this now,” Kyle said, more to himself than anyone else.

      As if in response to him, the destroyer sprang to life. Its answer was “yes, we will end this now.” It began to turn one hundred and eighty degrees, hoping to place Tin Man and the miner fleet in the crosshairs of its port-side cannons and pointing its nose at Phobos.

      “Let’s line up for another run,” Shoji said to Talbot.

      “No,” Kyle said. “They aren’t rolling over to expose their belly. They’re planning something.”

      “I’m not going to sit here and wait for it.” Shoji began headed for the nose of the destroyer.

      “We don’t know this thing’s full offensive capability,” Kyle said of the destroyer. “Fall back and regroup with the fleet.”

      Shoji charged on, Talbot falling in line behind him. As they arced around to begin their run, Shoji got the clearest view of the destroyer’s nose they’d had yet.

      “The entire thing is a goddamn cannon,” Kyle said. “They’re going to open fire on Phobos.”

      Shoji slammed on the brakes. “We need to take out that nose cannon.”

      “Dammit, Mora,” Kyle said.

      The commander’s admonition shook Shoji from his stupor at the sight of the massive weapon. Talbot had flown past him to begin their attack run on the port cannons. Shoji left him exposed. He shifted his focus and fired the thrusters to full. In seconds, he was at Talbot’s side again.

      “Keep your focus,” Kyle said. “You always stick with your wingman. Now, get us the hell out of here and regroup with Tir. We need to focus all our attacks on the nose.”

      The port-side cannons opened fire, shattering their conversation. Two more miner ships exploded.

      Shoji doubled his focus. “If we don’t take out those cannons, then we’re all dead. I can take them out now. Then we attack the nose.”

      Kyle tried to say something, but his words were lost in the chaos. Shoji was focused entirely on the target, on the pain running up his arm. The port side of the destroyer rushed by. He extended Tin Man’s arm.

      “Wait,” Talbot said. “What is that?”

      The Star Ship appeared from behind one of the cannons. It had taken up a position there and waited in ambush, anticipating that Shoji would attempt the same maneuver. The Star Ship unleashed a hail of rockets directly into Tin Man’s face, obstructing Shoji’s manual view and disrupting the cameras. They were blind. Shoji couldn’t pilot them to safety, couldn’t retreat. He might put them in the direct path of the destroyer’s cannons, if he wasn’t already. And at this range, no matter how strong Tin Man’s armor, they would be destroyed.

      The attacks kept coming, shaking them like they were inside a soda can.

      “We need to get clear,” Kyle said.

      “I have no visual,” Shoji said.

      “I’m on my way,” Talbot said.

      Shoji knew what would happen before it happened. His illusions of battle were shattered. He thought himself in a commanding position, moving pieces on the board, but he was blind to the game. He saw only a small section of it and was unable to accept that he was just a pawn. He thought he was a bishop.

      Talbot flew past Tin Man, his laser firing wildly, hoping to intimidate the Star Ship, shake it off its course, or, maybe, get lucky and hit it. He did not get lucky. The Star Ship was waiting for him. Talbot was the real target. The enemy’s plan was clear now: to pick off the star fighters and leave Tin Man alone to fend for himself. Talbot flew directly into the Star Ship’s crosshairs. He disappeared the way the others had—into a hail of metal shards and sparks.

      With the momentary shift in the Star Ship’s focus, Shoji regained visibility and was able to pilot Tin Man away. He pushed thrusters to full, putting as much space between him and the destroyer as possible. The remaining miners gathered around him.

      “All ships gather around Tir,” Kyle ordered. “Tin Man will attack the destroyer’s cannons and draw their fire. The rest of you move around to attack the nose. If that fires, then Phobos is done.”

      “It’s too late, sir,” Isaac said. “I’m reading a huge energy spike from the destroyer. It’s about to fire.”

      The nose of the destroyer lit up as energy built.

      “Then it’s a good thing we’re here.” A voice sharp as a scalpel came over the comm. A blast twice as sharp as the voice followed. A massive laser attack from the surface of Phobos struck the nose of the destroyer. For a second, nothing happened. The scene looked like it had been captured on a canvas, a portrait of impending devastation, a moment hanging in limbo unable to ever reach the climax. And then the nose of the destroyer exploded.

      Kyle wasted no time being awed. “Press the attack! Eliminate all starfighters! We’ll focus on the destroyer!”

      Shoji didn’t wait for the order. He fired the shoulder laser, destroying two of the port cannons before he reached the destroyer and shoved the wrist-blade into the hull. He ripped a hole in the ship and delighted in seeing its guts sucked out into space. He sliced indiscriminately, aiming to cause as much damage as quickly as he could.

      More fighters appeared—reinforcements from Phobos.

      “Got your message,” the sharp voice said. “Not that I would have missed the huge fight going on over my head, but it was appreciated. Gave us time to get Jerry fired up.”

      “Wouldn’t have been polite to have a party in your house without inviting you, Trent,” Tir said. “Glad you could come.”

      The Phobos ships and the remaining miners from Keppler now outnumbered the enemy fighters two-to-one. They paired off and hunted the enemies down, blasting them to sparks. Shoji climbed on top of the destroyer. He dug at the hull, ripping another massive hole in it. He pried it open wider, then he fired the shoulder laser into it. The inside of the destroyer erupted in flames for a hot second before the rest of the oxygen was sucked out into space. Shoji swept the laser from side to side, cutting away at the interior of the ship until he bored all the way through and cut the destroyer in half. Shoji let the corpse drift away under his feet.

      In his periphery, he noticed an intense dog fight underway. Two miners and a Phobos ship were engaged with the Star Ship. Even outnumbered as he was, the Star Ship seemed to be playing with them.

      “Regroup,” Kyle said.

      Shoji wanted to ignore the order, but he’d learned enough lessons for one day. The fighters ceased their pursuit of the Star Ship. The enemy lingered a moment as if to lock eyes with Tin Man, to make a promise, and then they were gone. The miners regrouped around Tin Man. Shoji couldn’t bring himself to look around and see how many of them remained.

      “That eyesore has been hanging up there for weeks,” Trent said. “I do appreciate your help in removing it. Follow my people down. I think we’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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      The exhaustion was immediate. Before even setting down on Phobos, Shoji felt his muscles stiffen, his eyes start to ache, and then the deeper kind of exhaustion. He was mentally and emotionally spent. He didn’t want to think. Didn’t want to make decisions. Didn’t want to wonder if Talbot had family back on Earth, if he’d taken the high-risk mining job with Manifest so he could send his hazard pay back home to finally pay off the mortgage and put his kids through school.

      The Phobos installation looked like a palace compared to the tiny outpost on Keppler. It consisted of one central structure that was bigger than the entire Keppler outpost on its own. That structure was connected to a dozen other smaller structures through a honeycomb of interconnected tunnels, so people could travel from one to the other without ever having to go outside. This installation was one of the first ones Manifest had built. It served as a command center from which they coordinated all terraforming projects on the surface of Mars. Since the successful colonization of Mars, the Phobos installation was converted into a manufacturing center. Aside from the food and water processing centers on Mars, the Phobos manufacturing center was what allowed Mars to be self-sufficient.

      The Phobos pilots led Tin Man and the Keppler fleet to the biggest structure after the central one. It was a rectangular building, taller than it was long. They landed on a runway outside the building and then entered an airlock through a massive hangar door. Only after exiting their vehicles did the weight of the moment become truly unbearable.

      Talbot was not there to chew Shoji’s ear off. Half of the Keppler miners were not there. The Phobos pilots greeted them, some embracing. He forgot that these people all knew each other from back when life was normal. They hadn’t seen each other in weeks. They probably assumed the other was dead.

      The present scene dissolved into a dozen others. Post-mission briefings. Reports on death and destruction. Delivering news that friends and family were dead. Being relieved of blame because it was in the line of duty, what they signed up for, what he signed up for. His head swirled in a mash of fever dream and post-traumatic delusion. People who died years ago smiled at him. His mother waved from an island on the horizon.

      Pain radiated from the center of his back. The world righted itself. Shoji turned to see Kinsey at his side, her hand returning after giving him a congratulatory slap on the back.

      “That was a hell of a thing,” she said. She stepped aside before Commander Kyle could march straight through her.

      Kyle leaned in close and spoke through clenched teeth. “We’re going to talk about what happened up there.”

      The sharp voice of Abigail Trent interrupted them. “Welcome to Phobos.” She was a tall, lithe woman. She would have had youthful features if the stress of the day wasn’t plain on her face. Her eyes were hard but full of warmth, like a strict grandmother. She was in her mid-forties and carried herself with authority. As she crossed the room toward them, Shoji could imagine it was equally likely that she’d punch or hug someone.

      Tir moved to meet her. “Goddamn, it’s good to see you, Abbie.”

      She locked him in a bear hug that squeezed that last syllable out of his lungs. “You too, sir. When we lost contact with Keppler, I feared the worst. Certainly never imagined you riding in here and knocking those bastards out of the sky.”

      Tir stepped aside and gestured to the gathered crew of Tin Man. “I’d like to introduce you to the folks who made that happen.” He introduced them all in turn, saving Kyle for last.

      “It’s an honor, sir,” Trent said.

      Tir scratched his beard, seemingly in a hurry to move on. “I’d love nothing more than to sit around and shoot the breeze, but I think we’ve got more important things to sort out.”

      “Yes, sir,” Trent said. “If you’ll follow me.”

      Shoji could hardly keep his head up as they walked through the huge open room. It was a proper hangar, not a repurposed storehouse. This building was made to house and repair ships. Mechanics had already begun to survey the returning Phobos ships. They would be onto the Keppler ships soon. Shoji felt like he was walking through a real base.

      He felt like he was drifting in and out of consciousness. He didn’t remember entering the large conference room with the wall-sized screen and round table in the center. He was sitting opposite Kinsey, who looked at him with a mixture of confusion, concern, and the kind of anger one classmate has for another who’s messing around while the teacher’s talking.

      Trent stood in front of the screen, which had yet to be turned on. Tir and the rest of the Tin Man crew sat waiting. She hadn’t begun to speak. Shoji breathed with relief at the realization that he hadn’t missed anything.

      “They’re called the Vhast,” Trent said. It felt like a stab in the chest. The enemy had suddenly become a real thing with a name. The screen lit up. Trent stepped to the side so they could all see. Everyone watched a video of two people in full flight suits dragging what appeared to be a dead body. A third person followed them with the camera. The two hoisted the body and dropped it on a table. There was no sound on the video, but the suited people seemed to be talking. The camera then angled down to focus on the body.

      Everyone in the conference room gasped. Kinsey shot up from her chair and muttered something that sounded like a prayer as she crossed her heart. The gesture would have surprised Shoji more if he wasn’t seeing what he was seeing on the screen.

      The body on the screen was clad in a spacesuit that seemed two generations ahead of anything Shoji had seen on Earth, and he was wearing cutting-edge technology. It was cut and burned in places. This creature was obviously pulled from a wreck. It was the thing wearing the suit that alarmed everyone, of course. It was a humanoid, but its basic shape was where the similarities ended. Its skin was gray like rock and looked just as jagged in some places. It looked cold and hard. Shoji imagined that punching it in the face would damage him more than it. Its forehead was a ridge of razor-sharp stone formations that cast a shadow over the rest of its face. Its eyes were barely visible. They were small black marbles that hardly stood out against the color of its slate skin. It had no mouth that Shoji could see.

      Now the enemy had a face. The radical shift from unknown to known was disorienting. Shoji felt like he was drifting out of his body, hovering above and watching a scene from a movie.

      “Did they land ground troops?” Kyle asked.

      “No, they’ve never attempted to actually land on Phobos,” Trent said. “We’ve only had a handful of skirmishes with them, and they were just the first few days of the occupation, when we tried to escape, or when we tried to muster an attack. I think they’ve got some pretty sophisticated sensor tech. If we fired up too many ships at once, they knew. That’s why we waited to use Jerry.” She met the confused looks with a smile. “That’s our asteroid buster. A massive mining laser, essentially, that we use to blast incoming asteroids before they crash into the surface of the moon. It’s also handy in destroying alien ships, apparently. Anyway, we’ve managed to take out a few of them, but always in space. We lured this one down near the surface. We salvaged his ship, pulled him from the wreck.”

      “Smart,” Kyle said. “What have you learned?”

      “Not much,” Trent said. “We’ve got no doctors here, so we didn’t do an autopsy or anything like that. All we could discern about the Vhast’s physiology we did just by looking them over.”

      “How’d you know their name?” Shoji asked.

      “They told us,” Trent said. “They sent a communication after we took this guy down. They wanted him back. They identified themselves, told us they’d level one building every hour until we handed him over. So we did. They told us to put him in what was left of his ship and leave it out in the open so they could take him back.”

      “They didn’t want you learning more than you might have already,” Kyle said. “They’re smart.”

      “Yeah,” Trent said, sounding defeated. “But, like you said, so am I. We ripped what we think is the internal computer out of their ship before we gave it back.”

      Isaac raised his hand. “I would very much like to look at that.”

      Trent looked at Tir for confirmation. He nodded. “Give them whatever they need.”

      “They spoke English?” Beck asked. The questions building in her head pulled it to one side. “The Vhast?”

      “Yeah,” Trent said. “I mean, it wasn’t a video message, just audio. Maybe they had some kind of translator or something.”

      Beck’s ensuing silence was louder than anything she’d ever said. They all heard it plainly.

      “You’ve got something,” Kyle said.

      Beck began to pace. She poked at the air like she was pressing keys on a calculator. “Suppose they have some sort of translating device. It would require data to function. Assuming it possessed the computational power to decipher a language with limited input, it would still have had to analyze at least some English. How long after they first arrived did they send you the message?”

      Trent shrugged. “Maybe a week and a half. Two weeks tops.”

      Beck ran some more calculations through her imaginary computer. “Maybe that was enough time for them to collect sufficient data samples. The device they used is purely hypothetical, but I’m having a hard time imagining how they could have recorded enough varied speech to run through a deciphering program in such a short amount of time.”

      Tir shifted uncomfortably. “What are you getting at?”

      “They have been observing us longer than we think. Since before they first arrived through the gate.”

      That sent a cold snap through the room.

      Trent fell back against the wall. She folded her arms and closed her eyes. “I assumed we were just in their way. Like they were passing through or something. But you think they targeted us deliberately? Why? They’re obviously more advanced than we are. What would they hope to gain?”

      “I don’t know,” Beck said.

      “But you have a thought,” Shoji prodded.

      Beck regarded him like she didn’t know whether he was part of the problem or part of the solution. “I do,” she said, still unsure whether she’d made up her mind. “I can’t fathom their end goal, as I know nothing about them. I could only guess at their intentions through the lens of perceived human intention, and I will not shoot in the dark. But there are some things I believe I have enough data for which to hypothesize.”

      She stopped pacing and planted herself in the center of the screen. Trent, who stood awkwardly near her shoulder, took a seat.

      “From all the reports I’ve seen, the Vhast appeared through the jump-gate at the same time we were supposed to. And then we appeared three weeks later thinking no time had passed.”

      Both Tir and Trent looked shocked at this information.

      Beck continued without addressing it. “I think they intercepted us somehow. They used that moment to catch the Mars colony by surprise.”

      “A Trojan horse,” Kyle said.

      “Yes,” Beck said. “But, as with the Greeks, this deception took preparation. They would have needed an intimate knowledge of how the jump-gate works. They would have needed to study it firsthand. There is no way they could have performed something so sophisticated otherwise. Even if they possess some kind of similar technology, there would be enough differences, with our designs having been conceived completely independent of each other.”

      Tir sunk into his chair. “They know our language and are intimately familiar with our technology. We should assume they know everything about us.”

      Kyle stiffened. Emotions chased each other across his face until ultimately settling back into familiar stoicism. “We need to consider this moving forward. Every choice we make, we should assume the Vhast will have anticipated and constructed appropriate countermeasures.”

      Shoji registered the shift on everyone’s faces. The sunken expressions. The look of defeat. “Then I suggest we start feeling our way out of the dark.” He gestured to Isaac. “We analyze the tech Trent’s people pulled from the wreck. See what kind of countermeasures we can work up on our own. Get it done,” Kyle said.

      Trent called one of her people into the room, who then escorted Isaac away. Another of Trent’s people showed Kinsey and Beck where they could get cleaned up and rest a little. There were dormitories on Phobos as opposed to the pile of ratty blankets that served as beds on Keppler. Shoji wanted to follow, but Kyle called for him, Trent, and Tir to stay.

      The room felt heavy. Shoji was surprised to realize that Kinsey, Isaac, and Beck had held up the roof. Spent, Shoji had no strength to hold it up on his own, and now he felt the crushing weight of it.

      “We need to plan our next move,” Kyle said.

      Tir and Trent seemed to feel the weight now too. It pushed them down into their chairs.

      “We haven’t been able to contact Mars,” Tir said to Trent. “Have you?”

      She shook her head. “We haven’t been in touch with the main colony since we evacuated. We tried for a week or so, but we realized the Vhast were intercepting our transmissions. When we realized we might be the last ones left standing, we shifted our focus, decided to dig in.”

      Kyle laced his fingers under his chin. He studied the table as if reading a map no one else could see. “That was the best tactical decision. Might be ours too.”

      “To what end?” Tir said.

      “Survival,” Kyle said.

      “Again,” Tir said. “To what end? Is Phobos home now? We just going to settle and live here?”

      “Doubtful the Vhast will leave us be after what we just did to their destroyer,” Trent said. “I imagine they’ll be sending a replacement real soon.”

      “More likely they’ll come to wipe us out,” Tir said. “We’ve proven to be a threat. They didn’t want to fight on two fronts, but we forced their hand. We can dig in all we want; we won’t survive a fight against two of those destroyers at once.”

      “Then what hope would we have attacking Mars head-on?” Shoji said. They looked at him with a mix of surprise and contempt. “What? That’s where you were going, wasn’t it?”

      Tir and Trent said nothing. They were back in the middle of the same push-and-pull argument they’d had on Keppler. Stay and die. Fight and die. Shoji wasn’t keen on advocating for the fighting option again.

      “This facility is much more suited to withstanding an assault than Keppler,” Kyle said. “We could fortify. You all know the terrain. We could use your mining laser to dig into the ground, build some quick tunnels to hide in.”

      “Just because they haven’t landed ground troops yet doesn’t mean they won’t,” Trent said. “And we still have no clue as to the Vhast’s full capabilities. They could drop a nuke on us. Doesn’t matter how deep we dig if they do something like that.”

      Kyle pushed away from the table. He pushed his palms into his eyes and didn’t pull them away for a long time. When he did, his face was red and swollen with fatigue. “We should prepare for any eventuality. How long would it take for you to prep a full evacuation?”

      Trent cast a sideways glance at Tir. The chief shrugged and waved toward Kyle as if to suggest that the commander was in charge, though he never actually said the words. “Not long. We’ve already got most of our supplies loaded into containers and gathered in a central storehouse. We’d just need to load them onto the transports.”

      Kyle cocked his head at that. “A full ship roster would be helpful. Get the supplies loaded and ships ready to fly in case we need leave in a hurry. Until then, we wait to see what Isaac can pull from the Vhast computer.”

      Trent opened her mouth to speak but closed it again without saying anything. She looked to Tir, waited for him to speak. She seemed disappointed when he said, “Sounds good.”

      Everyone stood, feeling lighter now that the conversation was over. “Feel free to grab a bunk in one of the empty dorms if you need,” Tir said. “I can have someone wake you if the Vhast show up.” His words had an edge that would have cut if everyone wasn’t so tired. “Trent can have someone show you where to find a bunk.”

      “Appreciate it,” Kyle said. “But I’ll find it if I need it.” He nodded and left, making a subtle motion for Shoji to follow.

      Once they left the conference room and entered the wide-open hangar, the noise of mechanics doing their jobs drowning out conversation, Kyle stepped in close to Shoji. “Find a bunk and catch some sleep.”

      Shoji wanted to protest, but he couldn’t. There was so much to do, but he was too spent to do anything useful.

      “I’ll wake you as soon as Isaac comes back with something.”
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      Shoji dreamed of torn limbs and exploding bombs. As soon as he closed his eyes he was transported back to his last mission with the EDI, pacifying the last pocket of resistance to the new planet-wide government. The people he was about to turn to ash didn’t register as people to him as he took off from the carrier in the Pacific. They were labels: insurgents, terrorists, the enemy. Targets. It wasn’t the first mission of this kind he’d flown. He’d put the final nail in the coffin half a dozen times. Maybe all that destruction was compounding in him. Now that he was full of it, he couldn’t bear to cause any more.

      He resisted. But those people were still dead. And he’d gotten a metal arm for his trouble.

      He woke covered in sweat. A chill ran through him. He felt feverish, and for half a second, he considered calling in sick. Until he remembered where he was. Wincing, he threw his legs over the edge of the cot. His muscles mutinied. He could hardly turn his head from side to side. It had been a long time since he’d flown a combat mission. He’d forgotten the physical toll it took.

      He had no sense of time anymore. No idea how long he was out. If no one came to wake him, it couldn’t have been that long. The Vhast wouldn’t wait long before retaliating. He stared at the room for a minute before remembering where he was. A plain bunkroom. Bunks laid out in three rows, two along opposite walls and one down the middle. The back wall of the room was lined with lockers. There were a few others in the room resting. Trent had set up a strict rotation for people to get some sleep.

      Kinsey was walking up the hall as Shoji was leaving. “Getting some sleep?” Shoji asked.

      “Coming to get you,” Kinsey said. “Isaac cracked the Vhast computer, and some very bad things came out.”
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      The urgency was the first thing Shoji noticed. The entire compound was like an ant hill that had been kicked. Techs and mechanics raced through the hangar, crashing into each other and workstations, literally throwing themselves at their work.

      He jogged to keep up with Kinsey. “What the hell happened?”

      “Better to show you,” she said.

      They entered one of the connector tunnels, leaving the hangar for a building Shoji had not yet seen. Cables were bound together in thick bundles and snaked liked vines across the floor, connecting computer stations to monitors and routers and power hubs. Shoji felt like he’d stepped into a cybernetic brain.

      Isaac stood at the nucleus of the tech organism. The Vhast computer, a hunk of a machine that very much looked like it had been pulled from a wrecked ship, sat like an idol on an altar, cables running from it to the computer in front of Isaac. A team of Phobos techs came and went, running information as it became available from Isaac to whoever needed it.

      Shoji was surprised not to see Trent, Tir, or Kyle. Beck sat at a computer station on the opposite side of the Vhast computer. “What happened?” Shoji said.

      “I got in,” Isaac said.

      Shoji waited expectantly.

      Kinsey filled in the gaps. “It’s still connected to the Vhast network. We’re monitoring Vhast data in real-time.”

      “Can we even read it, though?” Shoji said. “Isn’t it in whatever language they speak?”

      “I found a translator program encoded in the hard drive,” Isaac said. “They used it to monitor us. Now I’m using it to monitor them.” The pride in Isaac’s voice was not subtle.

      Shoji watched another group of runners take off after Isaac handed them a sheet of paper. “And?”

      “They’re coming,” Kinsey said. “Maybe two hours out. They’re sending at least three ships. We haven’t figured out exactly what kind, but it probably doesn’t matter.”

      “Kyle?” Shoji said.

      “He’s prepping attack squadrons,” Kinsey said. “Tir and Trent are overseeing evacuation.”

      “But there’s the other thing,” Isaac said, poking frantically at Kinsey without looking up from his computer. “Tell him the other thing.”

      Kinsey slapped Isaac’s hand away. “We’ve got specs for the Vhast engine, navigation and weapons systems. It is some real beautiful stuff.”

      “Not that thing! The other thing!”

      “You tell him!” Kinsey snapped.

      “Someone tell me!”

      Isaac bolted upright. “We know what happened when we entered the Earth Jump-Gate.”

      Shoji looked at Kinsey with an accusatory stare. “You didn’t lead with that?”

      “There’s some really beautiful stuff in those specs!”

      Shoji dismissed Kinsey with a shake of his head. “Continue,” he told Isaac.

      “Beck will tell you,” Isaac said. Sensing Shoji’s growing frustration, he quickly added, “She’s the one who figured it out. And I’m trying to simultaneously monitor the Vhast’s communications and download as much data as I can before they realize what I’m doing and shut me out.”

      “Don’t forget to download the ship specs,” Kinsey said.

      “Would you shut up about the specs?!” Isaac yelled.

      “You shut up about everything!” Kinsey yelled back.

      Shoji left them to bicker. He stood next to Beck’s desk, trying not to lose his temper. She made no acknowledgment of his presence but spoke like they had already engaged in conversation. “They have their own gate.” Her casual tone camouflaged the gravity of the statement only for a moment.

      “What?” Shoji’s voice came out as an accusation. He shook his head and rubbed his temples, trying to tune out the ambient chaos around him. He squatted down so he was only a foot from Beck. “How is that possible? Did they steal our designs?”

      “No, not likely. I had a theory. This data just confirms it.” She went on scanning the information on her monitor.

      “Confirms what?” She didn’t face him. His temper getting the better of him, Shoji reach across Beck’s desk and turned off the monitor. “Confirms what?”

      Beck folded her hands on her desk and took two deep breaths before facing Shoji. Her eyes were still steady, but they seemed more intense, a quiet rage that was hard to see if you didn’t know to look for it. “There was a prototype. The jump-gates we used were the second iteration. The prototypes had design flaws. Manifest performed a few successful tests on small matter, but when they tried to send a ship through, it…did not go well. So, they scrapped that model and began work on a new one.”

      “They couldn’t have scrapped it very well if the Vhast got a hold of it.”

      “I wasn’t privy to the details. To be honest, I didn’t really care what they did with it. After the failed test, it was little more than junk to me. I focused on building the next model.”

      “I never heard anything about an earlier prototype. Did Kyle know about this?”

      “No,” Beck said. “Only the initial project team and the executives at Manifest knew about it. The EDI wasn’t part of the project yet. Manifest partnered with them afterward to save on resources. Everyone involved in the initial project signed NDAs. If we broke them, Manifest would have sued us into oblivion and kicked us off the project.”

      “Why the secrecy?”

      “PR. They kept the initial tests secret. They didn’t want to fail publicly. Such a monumental project, it would have damaged Manifest’s image. I suspect they disposed of the prototype with the same motivations.”

      A team of runners returned and interrupted Isaac and Kinsey, who were still barking at each other. Isaac shoved a folder into their hands, and they ran off again.

      “So, Manifest launched the prototype gate into space to keep from getting bad press and the Vhast found it,” Shoji summarized.

      “Yes,” Beck said. “And then I believe the Vhast did something quite clever. The jump-gates are networked together. They communicate much like computers. The network connection wasn’t one of the earlier model’s design flaws. We used the same network for the second iteration.”

      “They hacked it,” Shoji said.

      Beck nodded. “The same way we’re doing to their network. They used it to monitor our success, gather data they later used to upgrade their gate. With intimate details of our launch plans, they would have been able to piggyback off our signal and hijack our jump. They entered their gate at the same time we entered ours and they exited at the Mars gate.”

      The flood of information was disorienting. The little rest he’d been able to get was not enough. He gripped Beck’s desk to keep from falling over. He stood, and the fatigue hit him at the same moment the implications of this new data slammed into each other. The world swirled around him. He closed his eyes and willed everything to stop spinning. “They’ve hacked our jump-gate network. Does that mean…”

      “That they can use it to access the Earth gate? Hypothetically. But they need the Mars gate to do it. They had to piggyback off our transmission to hijack our jump. If they use the Mars gate to jump back to Earth, then they can hijack that signal and preempt the jump from here to send ships from their location.”

      Shoji imagined a massive fleet of Vhast ships descending on Earth. He imagined rockets and lasers cutting the planet to pieces, carving off sections. “Why haven’t they done it already? If they’ve been here for three weeks?”

      Beck shrugged. “Invading an entire planet takes preparation?”

      “And they’d want to secure Mars first. They need to control both sides of the bridge before they cross it.” All the fatigue melted away in a sudden flash of urgency. “Where’s Commander Kyle?”

      “Back in the hangar.”

      The words were barely out of Beck’s mouth when Shoji took off at a full sprint. He hurdled over thick tangles of cables and shoved past techs.

      Kyle was dividing pilots into squadrons, assigning team captains, creating an air force from scratch. He raised a hand to silence Shoji before Shoji could speak. “I know.”

      “We’re going to Mars?”

      “Where else are we going to go?”

      “But to take it back? We need to hold on to Mars to keep Earth safe.”

      “One thing at a time. We need to get off Phobos alive first. Vhast ships will be here within two hours. We have to mobilize these people, get ships in the air, and chart a safe course to Mars.”

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Kyle looked at Shoji like he was a fool. “Get Tin Man ready to fly. We’re leading the charge.”

      Shoji felt a hot wave of shame hit him. He ran through the hangar, dodging techs and leaping over piles of crates. He climbed into Tin Man and up to the cockpit. Pre-flights were second nature and required little thought, leaving plenty of space for his mind to wander. He thought of Talbot and his crew from his last EDI mission. People who had followed him into battle and ended up dead. This was not an army. These were not soldiers. He wasn’t a soldier anymore either. And he wasn’t fit to lead.

      But knowing what the Vhast’s end goal seemed to be, to take Earth, lit a new fire in Shoji’s chest. It didn’t matter anymore; they were all soldiers. Many of them would die. Shoji always took off knowing that in all likelihood, he would not return. Death was always a possibility. It seemed certain now, but not before he did everything he could to stop the Vhast.

      “Pre-flight checks are done,” Shoji said.

      “All pilots are nearly to their ships,” Kyle said over comms. “And the Vhast are thirty minutes out. We’re coming to you. Tin Man takes off in five. I’ll brief everyone on the ship.”

      “Roger,” Shoji acknowledged. He ran his hand up his metal arm. A cold shiver ran through his body. Images flashed in his mind that he couldn’t place, but they hollowed him out. He felt hot lights on his face, smelled something burning, a combination of oil and skin. The images faded and left Shoji trembling. Sweat beaded on his brow and ran down the back of his neck. He looked at his arm in a way he had not since first getting it—like it was not part of him.

      Kyle climbed into the cockpit and strapped into the co-pilot chair. The rest of the team announced themselves as they secured themselves for takeoff. “I know things are moving fast. We haven’t had a chance to breathe since we came through that gate, and we might not for a long time, but I’m proud as hell at the work you’ve all done. You may not be soldiers, but you can fight with me anytime.” He muted the comm.

      Shoji felt Kyle’s eyes burning into his back before the commander spoke. “You are a soldier. Whether you’re in active service or not. That sorry show you put on over Keppler, that is not the kind of display I expect to see from you again. We’re running this mission tight. You do nothing that has not been ordered by me or cleared by me. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then put the rest of Keppler out of your mind. This is war. We will lose more people. If you try to take responsibility for all of them, then you’re no good to me.”

      Shoji managed a nod.

      Kyle opened the comm channel again. “Leaders of the flight squads have their orders. Transports have been loaded with all the supplies we could muster. Alpha Squad has been tasked with escorting the transports. Beta Squad is following behind, maintaining a position so they can shift to support Alpha or Gamma if needed. Gamma is the rear guard.”

      “And us?” Isaac asked, fearful of the answer.

      “We’re Omega. Tin Man and a supporting flight squad of the best pilots Trent and Tir have.”

      “Of course we are,” Isaac sighed.

      “Our mission is to stall the Vhast long enough for the other squads to evacuate. There is a space station in low orbit over Mars where they’ll rendezvous. We’ve sent the probe ahead to survey the situation on Mars. We’ll have to plan our next move en route.”

      The thought of forming their attack plan while attacking made acid surge up Shoji’s throat. Even to someone who fell further on the reckless end of the spectrum than most pilots, that idea made him want to vomit.

      “Get us airborne,” Kyle ordered. “Omega Squad on us.”

      Tin Man shook as Shoji fired the thrusters. Six ships followed, three on each side. They took up defensive positions, forming a semicircle between the Vhast’s approach vector and the evacuees.

      Trent led Alpha Squad in the opposite direction of the Vhast, taking a route that would lead them to the station on the backside of Mars, half a planet away from the colony. “Good luck, Omega,” Trent said solemnly as she led the ships away.

      Beta followed just seconds behind the Alpha ships. Tir led Gamma. He led the final squad of ships away with a two-minute gap between them. “See you at the station, Omega. Remember, you just need to secure our escape. Don’t risk yourselves doing anything foolish.”

      “Roger that.” Kyle’s voice was tight, like it was trying to keep something back. The rush of activity ceased making the ensuing quiet more pronounced. They stared out into an emptiness that felt emptier than before. “Shout if you see something. We know they have some form of radar disruption technology. We may confirm bogies visually before they pop on screens.”

      Shoji’s mind drifted back to the images that flashed in his mind. He couldn’t shake how much they felt like memories, but he didn’t recognize any of them. They were as new to him as this moment and just as unsettling.

      “There!” someone shouted. One of the other pilots. “Starfighters!”

      “Hold!” Kyle shouted as the rest of Omega shot forward. The ships froze. “It’s just two ships. Recon. Or bait.”

      The starfighters grew larger. They approached on a steady course. Never slowing or veering even slightly.

      “Omega Three, target the one on the left.” Kyle studied the Vhast starfighter. “Fire.” Omega Three’s laser sliced the starfighter in half. It never made any attempt to avoid the attack.

      “Drones?” Shoji said.

      Kyle nodded. “Forward recon. Nothing on scans. Anyone see—”

      A chorus of voices erupted over the comms. “Starboard side!”

      Shoji looked to the right as two Vhast destroyers appeared, their hulls shimmering like they were wrapped in a blanket of pure energy. They seemed to blink in and out of existence.

      “Amazing.” Isaac sounded awed. “Some kind of cloaking technology…but it doesn’t just hide ships from sensors. It hides them from sight, blends into the surroundings. Reflective light tech? Maybe some kind of—”

      “You can have a techgasm later, Isaac,” Kyle cut him off. “Omega, scatter. Hit-and-run tactics. Keep the ships busy.”

      “There’s another destroyer out there somewhere,” Shoji added. “Keep your eyes peeled.”

      Kinsey’s voice was still full of excitement despite the circumstances. “If that cloaking tech works the way I think I does, then we need to cause some fluctuations in the light. As the tech adapts to cloak to the new light saturation, we will see a shimmer of energy.”

      Shoji pivoted Tin Man to starboard and dropped into a dive. He activated flight mode for a quick burst of speed, rocketing toward the underside of the first destroyer. An alarm sounded in the Tin Man cockpit.

      “They’ve targeted us,” Kyle said. “They’ve identified us as the primary threat.”

      “I can use that.” Shoji banked hard to port, arcing away from the destroyer.

      Kyle understood Shoji’s intent without explanation. “Omega, get in close and target the destroyer’s weapon systems. We’ll keep their eyes on us.”

      Still in flight mode, Shoji turned and shot away from the destroyers like a missile. He outpaced the Vhast ships, moving further away than he wanted, too far to keep their weapons locked on him. He turned back and fired his laser to draw the Vhast’s attention again. The gauntlets and boots emerged as he re-engaged work mode. He felt Kyle’s judgment fill the cabin. “They’re targeting us because they consider us the greatest threat. We need to prove them right.”

      “Roger that.” Kyle ordered the crew to brace. “We’re moving in close.”

      Shoji lined up for an attack run, charging directly at destroyer-one. “Omegas One, Two, and Three, stay on my six. I’m going to cut this can open then you’re going to target the opening.” The rest of Omega continued their hit-and-run tactics, staying close enough to destroyer-two that it was unsafe for the other Vhast ship to target them.

      Destroyer-one loomed like a monstrous whale in front of them, its throat opening ready to swallow Tin Man whole. The Vhast ship’s forward cannon batteries glowed as they powered up. Shoji fired the laser as Tin Man dove, destroying one of the cannons. Omegas One, Two, and Three fired their lasers, damaging but not destroying the others. The wrist-blade emerged from its sheath. Shoji shoved it up into the underside of the destroyer, gutting it like a fish. “Fire!”

      Omega Squad let loose with six rockets. Half of them struck the hull. The other half entered the newly-carved opening and exploded inside the ship.

      Shoji banked hard to port to avoid a barrage from some gun batteries mounted in the center of the ship’s underside. “Anyone have a guess where I can get the most bang for my buck here?”

      “More than a guess,” Kinsey answered. “I’ve been studying those beautiful specs Isaac was so bitchy about downloading.”

      “I was not—”

      “Anyway, I can tell you exactly what to carve.” The schematics of the Vhast destroyer appeared on screen in the cockpit. As Kinsey spoke, she marked the image so Shoji and Kyle could see. “Here, close to the tail end. That’s where the engine is located. Now, the engine itself is a solid piece of machinery. Volatile in certain states, but not this one. It’s encased in several layers of redundant measures meant to keep the engine from going nuclear. Some genius designs. Real next-level stuff. We could solve Earth’s clean energy problems a dozen times over with some simple adaptations.”

      “Kinsey,” Kyle snapped. “The point.”

      “Right. We’re going to smash all that to hell. Disable the redundancies and the engine will overheat. Once it overheats, it goes ka-blam.”

      Isaac interjected. “Those redundancies are designed to withstand intense shifts in heat and pressure. Won’t they withstand a direct attack?”

      “From the outside, yes,” Kinsey answered. “But they didn’t consider the possibility of an attack from the inside. Some well-placed rockets should destabilize the internal systems enough to blow that thing to little bits.”

      “Then we’re heading to the ass end of this thing.” Shoji turned back around and put the rear of destroyer-one in his sights. “Omegas One, Two, and Three, same as before. Let’s put this ship down.”

      The three starfighters fell in line behind Tin Man. The other three Omega ships continued their guerilla assault. “Not to second guess,” Omega Four said. “But aren’t we just trying to slow these guys down? Buy time for the others?”

      “Blowing it in half will slow it down,” Kyle answered. “Now cut the chatter and focus on the job.”

      The question rattled around in Shoji’s head. “She’s got a point.”

      “I know.”

      Kyle said more in those two words than in anything else he’d said since they took off from Phobos. He, Tir, and Trent had formulated a plan, but only two of them had agreed to follow it. Kyle had his own intentions. He knew the fleet wouldn’t survive pinned between these three ships and whatever was waiting for them on Mars. Stalling wasn’t an option. These ships needed to be destroyed.

      “Approaching the target area.” Shoji smiled. He realized for the first time that maybe he and Kyle weren’t so different. He shoved the wrist-blade up into the underside of the ship and carved as long a gash as he could. “She’s all yours, Omega.” He dropped out of the way, clearing the shot for the three fighters behind him.

      He didn’t see the Vhast starfighters coming at their flank. Four Vhast ships appeared on the starboard side of the Omega ships as they prepared to bomb the destroyer. Omega Three’s wing exploded. It listed like a dead fish on the top of a pond until the Vhast delivered the killing blow.

      Omegas One and Two fell into a steep dive, trying to follow Tin Man’s lead. Omega One’s tail got clipped, pitching it sideways. The pilot tried to wrestle control and turn a one-eighty. He fired his laser as he turned, hoping to catch the enemy in the arc. He was unsuccessful. The Vhast starfighters blasted Omega One to dust.

      All this seemed to happen in a rogue wave of action. Shoji only just managed to react and pull Tin Man out of the dive as Omegas One and Three were suddenly gone.

      “Help!” Omega Two shouted. “They’re everywhere!”

      The pilot’s voice sounded like Talbot’s. Shoji didn’t even know this man’s name. He was a callsign. A piece in the game. A soldier. Except he wasn’t. He was a miner, a blue-collar worker who signed up for a rough job for some good pay. He didn’t sign up for war.

      “On my way,” Shoji said. “Omegas Four, Five, and Six, continue the bombing run. I’ll handle those starfighters.” Shoji began a maneuver he had never used during all the months he spent training on the simulator and in Tin Man back on earth. He knew the ship wasn’t designed for it, but he was confident it could handle it. Relatively confident.

      He activated flight mode, locking the arms and legs in place and turning Tin Man into a rocket. The boot thrusters fired at full capacity, slamming the crew with the jarring g-force. Shoji closed the gap between him and Omega Two in seconds. The Vhast fighters were flying in a tight formation, right on his tail. “Omega Two, dive!” In the same instant Omega Two dove, Shoji activated work mode without running through the transition procedures. He leaped out of his chair and shoved his hands and feet into the gauntlets and boots. The sudden change required Shoji to completely shift his piloting approach, change the relationship between his brain, his hands, and the ship. Tin Man’s arms and legs released from lock. Shoji activated the wrist-blade.

      The Vhast were caught completely by surprise. They had no time to scatter. Tin Man sliced in a wide arc across his body, cutting through each of the three Vhast ships. “You’re clear, Omega Two.”

      Several flashes of light above them caught Shoji’s eye. Explosions rumbled inside destroyer-one’s belly.

      “Get clear,” Kinsey said. “That ship is going up hard.”

      Tin Man and the remnants of Omega Squad dove. They ducked under destroyer-two just as destroyer-one went critical. It exploded in an intense burst of light, sparks, and metal. The shockwave rumbled through Tin Man and into Shoji’s chest. Omega used the distraction to come up on the other side of destroyer-two. The explosion only granted them a fleeting moment’s peace. The hull guns of the destroyer began to barrage them.

      “Ignore those guns,” Shoji ordered. “We’re taking this ship out the same as the other. Omega, let’s begin our attack run.”

      “Quick note,” Kinsey said. “Although that was a fancy bit of flying you did back there, don’t ever do it again. At least not until I can make some modifications. The cold transition caused too much stress on the joints. Do it again and we’ll lock up.”

      “Roger,” Shoji said.

      “I would also like to make a suggestion.” Beck spoke like a guest lecturer. “As demonstrated in our previous battle with the Vhast, they are excellent tacticians and quick to adapt. It would be unwise to assume we can use the same maneuver successfully to take down one ship that we used to take down the other.”

      As if to second her opinion, the third Vhast destroyer appeared from cloak.
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      “Why is it that whenever you’re right, we end up knee deep in crap?” Shoji could picture Beck’s expression in his mind, head tilted to the side, slight offense in the knitting of her brow.

      “It’s a fallacy to conflate my observations of events with the occurrence of those events. Stating the likely outcome does not bring that outcome to fruition, it simply—”

      “Hold on!”

      Shoji banked hard to port. Destroyer-three shimmered into existence beneath them, sandwiching Omega between the two Vhast ships, one above and one below.

      “Scatter,” Kyle ordered. “Keep some distance between you. I just need a minute. Stay alive for that long, and we’ve got a chance.”

      Omega squad flew in opposite directions, weaving like flies trying to avoid a swatter. No more starfighters appeared, leaving only the destroyers’ hull guns to avoid. Shoji reasoned that’s why the Vhast didn’t bother deploying fighters—to leave the space open so they could unleash indiscriminate hell.

      “Mind filling me in on the plan?” Shoji asked Kyle.

      “Isaac,” Kyle said. “Get it ready.”

      “Is it something I should know about?” Shoji pressed.

      Kyle typed furiously on his panel. “Just make sure we don’t die.”

      Shoji pitched and rolled, avoiding destroyer fire from two directions. The Vhast’s tactic became very clear, very quickly. Every time one of Omega Squadron approached the boundary of the kill zone created by the two ships, the destroyers focused their fire to redirect them. They would keep Omega pinned until their luck ran out and they couldn’t avoid the fire anymore.

      “I’m running out of room to run here.” Shoji’s voice was growing as frantic as the battle. “Whatever it is you’re doing, do it fast.”

      Isaac’s voice responded with uncharacteristic excitement. “It’s ready.”

      “I’m running the remote activation program,” Kyle said. “Targeting the lower ship. Omega, climb! Get clear!”

      Shoji stowed his irritation at being kept in the dark and did as ordered. A massive energy spike registered, triggering a flash of red on his panel. It came from the surface of Phobos. “Is that—”

      “A present from Trent.”

      The massive mining laser Trent called Jerry fired skyward, carving a red trail from Phobos to destroyer-three. It sliced through the underside of the ship. A massive explosion rocked the rear of the destroyer and set off a chain reaction of explosions running up toward the nose.

      In response, destroyer-two fired two massive rockets at Phobos. It had locked on to Jerry’s energy signature. The laser cut off abruptly.

      “Rest well, Jerry,” Isaac said. “You will not be forgotten.”

      “We’ll mourn later,” Kyle said. “We’ve got one more ship to deal with.”

      Before Kyle could command Omega Squadron to begin their assault runs, Shoji interrupted. “I have an idea.”

      “We’re at the finish line here, kid. Don’t mess with success.”

      “That’s the thing, this isn’t the finish line. After we take this destroyer out, what’s next? We rendezvous with the others and attack Mars? Isaac, any chatter on what we’d be facing once we get there?”

      Isaac sucked in through his teeth. “I’ve been keeping a low profile with the data hack, so I’ve only been gathering bits here and there. The probe has sent back some preliminary intel. From what I’ve seen, we’re looking at a fleet four to five times what we’ve seen so far. And that’s just in orbit above Mars. Who knows what it’s like on the ground?”

      Shoji shook his head. “We’re facing an enemy at least ten times stronger than what we’ve faced so far. And this right here, Omega Squad, is the bulk of our fighting force. We can’t compete with that.”

      Kyle let the words float about the cabin, like he was watching them, unsure what to do with them. “What’s your plan?”

      “We’re getting some bigger guns.”
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      “This is insane,” Kinsey said. “And I love it. Also, I’m in position.” She was down in the foot, ready at the airlock.

      “Make sure you’re strapped in,” Shoji said. “This is going to be rough. Isaac, are you in position?”

      “Almost,” he grunted. “This thing is bulkier than it looks. Hard to maneuver through these passages. Okay, I’m at the airlock as well.”

      Shoji pitched hard to avoid an incoming shot from the hull guns of the remaining destroyer. “Commander?”

      “Be there in two. Begin your approach.”

      Shoji turned in his chair. “Are you ready for this?”

      Beck sat in the co-pilot’s chair. Her hands hovered above the panels. All crew members underwent some amount of cross-training to gain at least a casual familiarity with all aspects of the ship. While others gained exactly that, Beck had become intimately familiar with the administrative functions of the ship. She was a borderline super-genius with an affinity for machines, and she’d dedicated her life to the success of this mission. She left nothing to chance, including the possibility of the pilot becoming incapacitated.

      “I believe so,” she said.

      Shoji spun back to his control panel. “Omega, we are beginning our approach. Standby.” He flew Tin Man around to the rear of the destroyer and set down on top of the ship. He destroyed two hull guns as they spun to target him. He’d realized during the last battle that their biggest advantage was Tin Man’s unorthodox design. It was the only mech on Earth and, apparently, the Vhast had never encountered one either. At least, not in battle. The destroyers had little defense against an enemy that got in close like this.

      “Further scans coupled with the data Isaac pulled from the Vhast network confirm our preliminary assumptions,” Beck said. “These destroyers are operating on skeleton crews. There are few personnel inside, the majority of them located on the bridge.”

      “Does that confirm my other suspicion, Isaac?” Shoji said.

      “That these ships are highly automated? I believe so.”

      Shoji cleaved an opening in the destroyer’s hull, and then he gripped the two disparate edges and yanked them open wide enough for Tin Man to fit through and drop into the hangar bay. The bay was as wide as the ship itself and occupied the rear third. Two dozen starfighters sat unused in four rows of six. Mechanical equipment, some of it familiar and some very strange, was organized neatly around the area. It looked as though the hangar hadn’t been used. The fighters that attacked them earlier must have come from destroyer-one.

      Shoji pulled the hull back together and fused it with the shoulder laser. “You won’t get sucked into space, but the hangar is not sealed.”

      “Understood,” Kyle said. “Helmets secured.”

      “The hangar looks empty, but be prepared for anything,” Shoji added.

      “Roger that,” Kyle said. “Opening the airlock.”

      The panels in the cockpit lit up with a warning that someone was trying to activate the airlock. Beck activated the override. Isaac, Kinsey, and Kyle exited Tin Man and entered the Vhast ship.

      With what must have been Herculean effort, Kinsey maintained her focus. “This way.” She led them past the fighters, past the pristine machines that she would’ve only ever dreamed of and never thought could exist. “The access panel is over here.”

      Shoji watched over them like a sentinel, on alert, the shoulder laser prepped and ready to fire at the slightest hint of a threat. “Omega Six, how’s everything outside?”

      “So far, so good. Not dead yet.”

      “Let’s keep it that way. Isaac, they could use some help out there. How we looking?”

      Isaac removed the Vhast computer from his pack and jacked it into a monitor station hardwired to the ship. He then removed his computer and plugged that into both. “I’m in. I’m just about to—” His voice cut off suddenly.

      Shoji spun to look at Beck. “What happened? Did we lose comms?”

      Beck shook her head. “We did not lose them. They were cut off. Someone on the bridge is trying to sever our connection to the Vhast network.”

      Shoji took a deep breath. “Okay, that’s okay. We knew that would happen once Isaac started using more data. That’s fine. As long as—”

      All two dozen starfighters in the hangar activated. Their engines hummed and their hull lights glowed.

      “What the hell is happening?” Shoji yelled. “I thought we were facing a skeleton crew. How are all their fighters coming online?” Then he remembered the recon fighters that precipitated the destroyers’ arrival. “They’re being piloted remotely.”

      “Scans show their weapons systems are coming online,” Beck said. “We need to destroy them before they can open fire.”

      “No, wait.” The goal here was to add to their arsenal. These starfighters would be crucial if they had any hope of putting up a decent fight on Mars. “If Isaac can take control of the ship, these fighters will be ours.” But he couldn’t contact Isaac to check on the progress. He was seconds away. Or minutes.

      The starfighters began to move, half turning to face Tin Man while the other half turned toward Isaac, Kyle, and Kinsey.

      “Or the rest of our crew will be killed in about ten seconds,” Beck’s voice rose with uncharacteristic urgency.

      Kyle and Kinsey jumped up and down, waving their arms. They could have been telling Shoji to fire. Or to not. They didn’t run, so maybe they didn’t fear for their lives. Or maybe they knew there was nowhere to run.

      “Five seconds,” Beck said.

      Shoji tightened his fists inside the gauntlets. He raised the wrist-blade and trained the laser on the fighters targeting the others.

      A millisecond before he destroyed their best hope, comms crackled to life.

      “—on’t!” Kyle’s voice was hoarse from screaming. “Stand down!”

      “Got it!” Isaac yelled. The Vhast starfighters powered down. “I’ve got the ship. The ship is ours.”

      Shoji yanked his hands out of the gauntlets like his hands were on fire. He let his head fall back. He cursed as he looked up at the ceiling.

      “Well done, Captain Mora,” Kyle said. “You just gave us a fighting chance.”
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      Once Isaac had control of the destroyer’s systems, it was easy enough to shut down the external weapons. They opened the hangar bay doors and allowed the rest of Omega Squadron to dock. The loss of two of their pilots was not forgotten. Their absence left a palpable hole, but Kyle encouraged them to enjoy the moment. They’d just accomplished something incredible. Victories need to be appreciated, because you never knew how many defeats you’d suffer until the next one.

      Isaac stood up straight and arched backward, stretching out the tension. “That’s external weapons, internal security, and comms deactivated. We need to get to the bridge to take control of navigation.”

      “We need to find an armory first,” Kyle said. “The Vhast still have men on the bridge, and we are unarmed.”

      Isaac hunched over his computer again. “Found something. It’s not far. Should be just—” He stood up and shrugged. “I don’t think we need them. The bridge’s escape pods just activated. The bridge crew just abandoned ship.”

      “I’d still like those guns,” Kyle repeated.

      “Of course, sir.” Isaac pointed to the location on the schematics. “I would like for you to have those guns as well, sir.”

      Commander Kyle led a team—consisting of Isaac and three of the four pilots—to the armory with caution but soon learned their caution was unwarranted. They armed themselves with rifles, taking only minutes to acquaint themselves with their new weapons. Isaac studied them and quickly determined they were energy weapons, similar in function to the lasers mounted on the Manifest ships. After a test, Kyle confirmed that was true, though these rifles fired in bursts like a semi-automatic rather than a continuous stream.

      Shoji, Beck, Kinsey, and the final pilot stayed in the hangar, ready in their respective ships to either defend the area or secure a retreat if needed.

      Kyle’s team reached the bridge without incident—aside from a few wrong turns. Isaac used his tablet to study the schematics as they went, guiding them as best he could. The only trouble they encountered was once they reached the bridge. The crew had indeed evacuated, but they’d seen fit to put the ship on a collision course with Phobos and lock the controls before they did.

      “Can you fix it?” Kyle asked. “Now that you’ve lost the connection?”

      Isaac set his tablet on top of the command console and set himself down in the navigator’s chair. “They locked me out of the Vhast network, but not before I severed this ship’s connection to it. I put up some heavy-duty firewalls. That will keep them out until I get a minute to remove the hardware that supplies the connection. So, absent outside interference, I should be able to work around the internal safeguards.”

      Kyle sat in what he assumed was the captain’s chair. “Good. Because Phobos is getting pretty big.”

      “Controls are free,” Isaac said. He typed into the navigation computer. “And now we aren’t crashing.” The ship leveled off, its nose lifting away from Phobos.

      The tension melted out of Commander Kyle’s body. He hadn’t realized how much of it he was carrying until his muscles felt weak, like the stress was the only thing holding him up.
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        * * *

      

      Kinsey and the pilots returned to the hangar bay. She was giddy to get her hands on the starfighters. She activated the hull breach protocols, securing the area and making it safe to remove their helmets and work as fast as they could. Isaac used the Vhast computer’s translation program to decode the controls ship-wide, so they didn’t accidentally open a window and suck themselves into the vacuum of space.

      Commander Kyle, Shoji, and Beck gathered on the bridge to discuss their next steps. Kyle pushed himself upright in the captain’s chair. “Isaac is doing three jobs at once getting comms running, working out the bugs in the navigation system, and making sure we’ll have full access to the external weapon systems when we need them.”

      Isaac popped up from behind an open control panel that looked like its guts were spilling out. “Also making sure the network hardware is fully disabled so the Vhast can’t remotely control the ship.”

      “Four jobs,” Kyle amended. “Kinsey and the others are preparing the starfighters for battle.” He pressed his palms into his eyes and groaned. “What are we doing?”

      “Planning an attack on Mars,” Shoji said. He fumbled with a control panel on the circular table behind the captain’s chair. It was an area that seemed designed for strategic meetings on the bridge, to decide tactics without having to leave and reassemble elsewhere. “There we go.” After finally finding the right button, a holographic image of Mars appeared. They counted twelve destroyers like the one they were on now positioned above the planet, each likely with a payload of starfighters. “This is what we’re looking at. Good news is, Beck parsed some more data, and it looks like Vhast presence on the ground is minimal, if any at all. They appear to be using the same tactic here that they used on Phobos—intimidate the colonists into inaction, avoid a fight, and preserve resources.”

      “They want the gate,” Kyle said. “This is all about the gate. Their main fighting force is on the other side, preparing for a full-scale invasion of Earth. Once they’re ready to move, this forward fleet will scorch Mars and move on Earth.”

      Shoji folded his arms across his chest. “So, even if we managed to coordinate an evacuation of the colonists on Mars, we couldn’t use the gate. Not without opening the door for a Vhast invasion.”

      Shoji and Kyle both looked to Beck. She stared intently at the hologram.

      “You have an idea,” Shoji said.

      “The Vhast have one gate on their end,” Beck said, “that they’ve networked to ours. If we can sever their connection, then they have nothing. We are looking at this as a military problem. I think this is a technology problem. We need a technology solution, not a military one.”

      All three turned to look at Isaac, who was now entangled in the innards of the navigation control panel. Isaac met them with a confused, open-mouthed stare. “What? You’re giving me another job, aren’t you?”
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      The abandoned station that served as the rendezvous was little more than a skeleton. The innards had rotted away, leaving just the corpse. They never needed it to serve as much more, just a place to gather and plan their last-ditch effort at something resembling survival.

      Isaac got communications working shortly before their arrival, so they were able to relay to Trent and Tir that they would be arriving in a Vhast destroyer. Isaac was met with incredulity. Trent questioned whether he’d taken a few hits to the head. Isaac wished he could have seen her face when they arrived.

      The destroyer’s hangar bay was large enough to accommodate all of the squads. After performing some long-range scans and determining the area clear of threat, they docked and disembarked. The ensuing wave of relief as the miners came back together, realizing they were all still alive, warmed Shoji. It cracked only for a moment when the news of the loss of two Omega pilots passed through the crowd. They allowed themselves just the moment to feel it, and then they moved on, not forgetting the people lost but not letting the loss cripple them.

      A thought crystallized in Shoji’s mind. He had been wondering how it was that these people managed to survive for three weeks, cut off from any hope of rescue, besieged by an enemy far more advanced and dangerous than anything they’d ever encountered. It wasn’t because of the Vhast’s soft-handed approach, letting the Manifest colonists live because they didn’t want to expend their resources in eradicating them. It was because of the colonist’s nature, their fortitude. They may not have been soldiers—trained for war, hardened in combat—but they signed up to venture into the unknown, doing brutal work that ended lives. They had been fighting to survive long before the Vhast showed up. They weren’t soldiers, but they were warriors.

      Trent and Tir joined the Tin Man crew on the bridge. Kyle relayed their plan. Shoji judged the blank stares on the collected faces as a positive sign. They could have broken out in abject horror or blatant refusal.

      Tir rubbed the back of his neck, trying to work out some of the tension. “I won’t pretend to understand any of the technical stuff here. I was hired to be a security chief. You say we need a technological solution, well, I only know the military approach. If you say this will work, then I can’t argue it. Honestly, it takes a little of the burden off me figuring out how to use what little we’ve got to liberate an entire planet from a fleet of advanced aliens.”

      Trent raised her hand. “I’ve got a few questions. You say we need to sever the Vhast’s connection to the gate. How do we do that?”

      “I need to install some hardware,” Isaac said. “It’ll increase the power of firewalls tenfold. The Mars and Earth gates will stay connected, but the Vhast gate will be cut off.”

      “And by install, you mean…”

      “Manually,” Isaac said, his voice sinking and face going pale. “On the gate itself.”

      Trent shook her head in disbelief. “How long would you need to do that?”

      “With the two of us working on it?” Kinsey interjected. “Ten minutes.”

      “Three of us,” Beck said. “I worked directly on the gate. It makes sense that I’m involved here.”

      “No. Shoji will need a co-pilot,” Kyle said, shaking his head.

      “What will you be doing?” Shoji asked him.

      “Captaining the destroyer.” Kyle rubbed his neck and released a heavy sigh as he studied the hologram. “We have more firepower than we have people experienced to use it. We have to be as strategic about how we use our people as we are about our new ships. I’m the most qualified to run this thing. I can run it on a skeleton crew like the Vhast were doing. Tin Man is in fine hands with you two. Trent and Tir, you two should lead the new starfighter squadrons.” Tir and Trent nodded in agreement. “We’re dividing them all into two: Alpha and Beta.”

      “I suggest using the Omega pilots as your lieutenants,” Shoji suggested. They nodded again. In a campaign just days old, the most experienced pilots were invaluable in leading the others.

      Kyle circled half of the enemy fleet with his finger. “Alpha will focus on these ships. Beta will take the others. I will engage with our destroyer, who we’re calling North Star, where I’m needed. Tin Man’s focus is the gate. They need to sever that connection. That is the only thing that matters. Once it’s done, we not only close the Vhast’s path to Earth, but we open our own. We stop them, we go home.”

      “Not to be the negative one here,” Tir said, “but I’m looking at this map and all I can think is how outnumbered we are. And without Tin Man in the field peeling this can open so we can drop in some bombs, they’re going to be a lot tougher to take down.”

      “Agreed,” Kyle said. “We are greatly outnumbered and outgunned here. But we have been this entire time and we’re still kicking. We sent the probe down to the surface of Mars with Trent’s instructions on converting the mining lasers into Jerrys. Hopefully, we’ll be looking at some assistance from the surface. And once we get that gate secured, Tin Man will be free to assist.”

      “We can do this,” Shoji said, hoping his fake optimism was believable. “We have to.”

      They all silently acknowledged each other and the dire nature of the mission on which they were about to embark.

      Kyle broke the silence. “Let’s go to war.”
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      “Can I be the first to say that, though I know this was my idea, I am fully opposed to it?” Isaac’s voice trembled with a cocktail of exhilaration and terror.

      “Your objections are noted,” Shoji answered. “Now strap in.” Shoji and Beck ran through the launch sequence like this was the hundredth time they’d done it and not just the second. “You ready for this?” he asked her.

      “Are any of us?”

      “I just mean, this must be a lot different than what you’re used to, sitting at a computer or in your lab.”

      “This is a problem that needs a solution. I solve problems.” The bravado in Beck’s voice was a surprising, but welcome, change.

      Tin Man rumbled as the engine fired and power coursed through its metal body. Though Beck was with him, and he could never actually see that Kinsey and Isaac were aboard, Shoji felt the absence of Commander Kyle. Maybe not the man, just the extra body. The crew was a man short. But, if Shoji was honest with himself, he also missed him. Kyle was a strong leader and a reassuring presence.

      “All hands,” Kyle’s voice echoed through the North Star’s ship-wide intercom. “We are one minute from contact with the enemy over Mars. All squadrons will take flight as soon as we reach our target and engage the enemy. You know your missions. Trust yourselves. Trust each other. Trust that we will see home again. And make it happen.”

      Warmth sprouted in the center of Shoji’s chest. Commander Kyle was a reassuring presence whether he was aboard Tin Man or not. “Away Team, how you doing?”

      “Suited up and ready to fly,” Kinsey said. Shoji imagined her bouncing on her heels. “Absolutely dying to give these thruster packs a go.”

      “I’m just absolutely dying,” Isaac added. “I would like to formally request a last-minute substitution.”

      “Denied,” Shoji added.

      “Then I would like to call Commander Kyle and make the same request of him.”

      “Also denied.” Shoji felt the warmth in his chest spread through his body. “Isaac, do you remember anyone ever seeing an alien computer, much less using that information to build us an entire fleet? Not only are we making history here, we have a shot here of saving a lot of people down on Mars and seeing Earth again. We have that shot because of you. I’m not buying this weak-kneed bull anymore. You’ve done more to fight this enemy than the rest of us combined. Finish the fight.”

      Silence filled the comm. “Yes, sir,” Isaac finally said, his voice steady and firm.

      “Ten seconds,” Kyle said. “Open the hangar bay doors.”

      The airlock opened, revealing a sliver of absolute black. It widened and soon revealed something else: a fleet of Vhast ships between them and the jump-gate.
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      The bombardment was instantaneous. Rockets exploded in Tin Man’s face, temporarily blinding Shoji to anything beyond the blast. He pushed Tin Man out of the hangar and immediately activated flight mode. He shot forward at the nearest Vhast ship—the one firing a barrage at the North Star.

      “Securing the drop-zone,” Shoji said. “Alpha and Beta, hold positions.” Shoji closed the distance between Tin Man and the destroyer in seconds. He forced a cold transition from flight to work mode. Tin Man slammed into the destroyer’s bow, and Shoji shoved the wrist-blade straight into the bridge. Beck fired the laser, using it like a scalpel to cut a long incision from the bow down the center of the ship. Tin Man pushed off the Vhast ship as it listed to one side and a chain reaction of explosions engulfed it. “Drop-zone secured. Alpha and Beta Squadrons, exit the North Star and disperse immediately. Do not cluster.”

      “Well done, Tin Man,” Kyle said. “Alpha and Beta, split up and engage your targets. Tin Man, make for the gate.”

      A swarm of starfighters poured out of the North Star. They moved like a flock of birds, shifting their flights in a choreographed dance. Chatter flooded through the comms as the squadrons engaged the enemy fleet. Excitement. Fear. The emotions clumped together in one solid mass.

      Shoji pushed it all to the side. He needed to focus, get out of the swarm. He dove below the chaos and shifted into flight mode. An alert flashed in the cockpit.

      “You’re putting too much stress on the joints with the cold transitions,” Beck said. “We are thirty percent of the maximum threshold.”

      “Tell me when we reach ninety-nine percent,” Shoji said through a clenched jaw.

      “I will most certainly inform you at every interval. If our joints freeze—”

      “It was a joke,” Shoji cut her off.

      “I hardly think now is the time to joke.”

      “You’re absolutely right. Away Team, the gate is in sight. Prep to exit.”

      “Roger that,” Isaac said, his newfound steel bending slightly.

      The gate was just two hundred yards away, practically arm’s reach for the big mech. “Okay, I’m coming in for my final approach. Away Team, I’m about to open the airlock. Be ready to—”

      A laser blast struck the side of Tin Man’s head. The concussive force of the blast sent a shockwave through Shoji’s body, rattling his teeth. He regained his senses with little delay and spun Tin Man about to face the attacker.

      The Star Ship. The Vhast pilot who killed Talbot at Keppler.

      Shoji rolled to port, narrowly avoiding a second attack aimed straight for Tin Man’s chest. “Away Team, standby. We’ve got company.” Shoji lunged at the Star Ship, but it rolled away, pulling up as it moved and looping around for another attack run.

      “Tin Man, what’s the holdup?” Commander Kyle bordered on frantic. “We need them on that gate.”

      “Ran into an old friend,” Shoji said. “I can’t drop the Away Team until we’re clear.”

      A Manifest starfighter flew in from behind the Star Ship, landing a glancing blow on the enemy’s wing. “Say no more.” Chief Tir pursued the Star Ship, chasing the Vhast back toward the battle. “You’re clear.”

      Shoji flew to the gate. “Appreciate it, Chief.” He grabbed the top of the circular structure and pulled Tin Man closer. “Away Team, disembark.”

      The airlock in the foot opened. Kinsey and Isaac pushed out and grabbed hold of the gate. “We’re on,” Kinsey said. “Opening the access panel now. Start the clock. Five minutes.”

      Shoji spun Tin Man back to face the battle to stand guard between it and their last chance for home. Vhast starfighters spilled out of the destroyers, clogging the area with ships.

      The enormity of what he was witnessing hit him hard for the first time. Until three weeks ago, humanity had never made contact with an alien species. Now they were engaged in full-scale warfare with one, piloting ships they either modified themselves or were equipped with technology more advanced than anything they had ever seen. He knew he was participating in history with this mission, but this wasn’t the kind of history he thought he’d be making.

      A singular voice cut through the chaotic chatter. “I’m having some trouble here.” Chief Tir sounded winded, like he’d been punched in the gut. “This guy is good. He turned things around on me.”

      “A few more minutes, Chief,” Shoji said. “That’s all we need.”

      “I can’t keep track of him in this mess,” Tir said. “He keeps disappearing on me. I’m getting clear, drawing him into the open.”

      “That’s not a good idea,” Shoji cautioned. “That pilot is the best I’ve seen of the Vhast. Keep him in where he can’t maneuver.”

      Tir didn’t respond. Shoji heard the desperation in the chief’s voice. He wasn’t looking for advice. He was looking for a way out. He felt trapped, like no matter what he did, he could not shake this fighter, like death itself had set its sights on him. Shoji had a lot of experience with the feeling.

      Tir shot out of the maelstrom, pitching and rolling to avoid the onslaught of laser fire coming from behind him. The Star Ship was on his tail, unshaken. It seemed to anticipate Tir’s moves, firing where he would be seconds from now. The desperation was as present in the movements of Tir’s ship as in his voice. They were erratic, reactionary.

      Shoji moved Tin Man forward, putting a little more space between him and the gate. He hesitated. He wanted to go to Tir’s aid, but he could not leave the Away Team. They were the mission. Kyle’s voice rang in his head. We will lose people. “We need help over here,” Shoji said to any who would listen. “Tir can’t shake this guy.”

      “Everyone is tied up,” Kyle answered. “Tir, lead him back to the North Star. We can get him off your tail.”

      Tir banked hard, trying to shake the Star Ship while changing course for the North Star. The Star Ship cut him off, forcing him to turn back toward the gate.

      A sick feeling tightened Shoji’s gut. A realization. The Star Ship was toying with Tir. He was forcing the chief to stay where Shoji could see him. This was a display. He was calling Tin Man out. Shoji clenched his fists inside the gauntlets.

      “Don’t,” Beck said, as if reading his mind. “We protect the gate.”

      “Can you target him with the laser?”

      “He’s moving too fast. We must hold our position.”

      The Star Ship seemed to lose its patience. Its attacks became more direct, not just bursting off Tir’s nose or glancing his wing.

      “If Tir goes down, then we’ll need to engage anyway,” Shoji argued.

      “He’s trying to draw us out,” Beck countered.

      The Star Ship landed a direct laser attack on the tail end of Tir’s fighter, sending a shower of sparks and a chunk of hull spinning off into space.

      Shoji acted involuntarily. He lunged forward, swinging his fists like he was in a bar fight. Beck countered, using the co-pilot’s controls to hold Tin Man back.

      “We are each part of the solution,” Beck said. “We each do our part.”

      Shoji relented. Tin Man’s arm went back to his side.

      Tir dove and spun, doing everything he could to throw the Star Ship off his trail. Nothing worked.

      An unfamiliar voice sounded in the cabin. It was full of gravel with sharp edges. “You abandon your people. Watch them die.” The voice of the Star Ship pilot, even run through a translating program, was full of contempt. “I confused you for a warrior. You are without honor. And this one runs. He dies without honor.”

      Shoji’s scream died in his throat. It came out as a choked cry. Star Ship fired two rockets. The first struck Tir’s left wing. The second struck the cockpit. Tir’s ship exploded.

      Shoji’s vision turned red. It narrowed on Star Ship. He clenched his fists, ready to lunge and rip the Vhast fighter apart.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Kinsey said. “The gate, it’s coming online and we haven’t severed the connection yet.”

      The jump-gate lit up. Energy coursed through it as it cut a hole in the universe. A shimmering film grew over the area inside the ring.

      “It’s open,” Beck said. “The gate is open. The Vhast are going to invade Earth. What do we do?”

      Commander Kyle spoke with absolute authority. “Time for Plan B.”
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      The Star Ship took advantage of the distraction. He unleashed a barrage of laser fire on Tin Man. The attack struck in him in the chest, knocking him off balance. Shoji righted the mech and no longer felt compelled to standby. He charged. “Away Team, keep working. See if you can cut them off.”

      “Belay that order,” Kyle said. “Tin Man, get your people off the gate immediately.”

      Beck responded, allowing Shoji to focus on the fight. “Sir, we haven’t severed the Vhast’s connection to the gate. If we don’t immediately, they will enter, and they will have a clear shot at Earth.”

      “I’m aware, Tin Man. Pull your team off now and get clear.”

      Beck growled in frustration, angered that she was apparently unable to make Kyle see the logic here.

      But Shoji went cold because he saw Kyle’s logic. “He’s going to blow the gate.”

      Beck shot around, throwing a disbelieving scowl at Kyle the way one would throw a grenade. “He wouldn’t. That’s our only way home.”

      “And it’s the Vhast’s only way, too.” The Manifest people had proved themselves warriors through all the fighting, but it was a moment like this where the difference between warrior and soldier was glaring. Even someone like Beck—who worshipped at the altar of cold, hard logic—couldn’t wrap her head around the decision. “If we can’t raise the drawbridge, we burn it, whether we’ve crossed it or not.”

      “Wait!” Isaac had lost his steel completely now. “I can do this. Just— I need a minute.”

      “We don’t have a minute,” Kyle said. “The Vhast could be crossing through their gate right now, and the destroyers here are changing course. They’re making for the gate. In a minute, a hundred ships just like these could be hanging over Earth. We can’t take that chance. Captain Mora, get your people off that gate.”

      “I still have this Vhast fighter to deal with,” Shoji said.

      “Figure it out,” Kyle shot back. “We don’t have time. I’m targeting the gate. I will fire as soon as I have a lock.”

      Beck muttered to herself, like she was trying to solve an impossible equation in her head. Kinsey cursed. Isaac begged and wailed. And now they were Shoji’s people. His responsibility. His mission.

      Star Ship soared past Tin Man, peppering the mech with laser fire, and then looped back around for another pass. He was trying to keep Tin Man off-balance, distracted, focused on him rather than anything else. Shoji felt ready to oblige him.

      “Away Team, you need to abandon the gate,” Shoji ordered.

      “No, please, just another minute,” Isaac begged. “I know I can do this.”

      “We’re out of time,” Shoji said. “You get off that goddamn gate right now.”

      “How?” Kinsey said. “We need a ride.”

      “You’ve got one,” Shoji replied. “Strapped to your backs. Jet away from the gate. Stay together, pick a direction, and go. Leave your beacons on. I’ll pick you up.”

      Isaac wailed. “This is insane! We can’t possibly—”

      “Roger that,” Kinsey cut him off. “Jumping ship now.” The hiss and roar of their thruster packs sounded over the comm.

      The Vhast fleet of Mars moved as one unit now, toward Shoji, toward the gate, toward Earth. They shoved the Manifest ships aside like pesky flies.

      Shoji spun Tin Man, keeping Star Ship in his sights. He dodged the incoming fire, taking the occasional glancing blow. He stopped playing Star Ship’s game. Stopped engaging him like he would in a normal dogfight. This wasn’t a plane-to-plane fight. Human pilot against human pilot.

      Kyle screamed in Tin Man’s head, but Shoji couldn’t distinguish one word from the next. He knew what the commander was saying anyway.

      The jagged voice of the Vhast pilot rumbled like an earthquake through the cabin again. “You sit and wait to die. Though he ran, at least your friend did something. If this is all your species has to offer, then we will make quick work of you.”

      Shoji spread Tin Man’s arms in a compliant gesture, as if to say, “I give up, come and take me.”

      That was precisely what the Vhast tried to do. He charged straight at Tin Man’s chest, hammering the mech with laser fire. Kinsey’s upgraded armor held long enough for the Star Ship to get close. Then Shoji rolled back, like dodging a cross. Tin Man reached up and grabbed hold of the Vhast starfighter. The mech spun and hurled the Star Ship at the jump-gate. It slammed into metal ring, cracking the structure. The Star Ship spun away into the distance like a hunk of debris.

      The gate sputtered, trying to hold onto life. The transport area maintained its shimmer. Shoji clenched his fist, and the wrist-blade extended. So many voices in his head, demanding he take a different course. He dashed forward and slashed through the gate, splitting it in two. The shimmering surface cracked like glass.

      The bridge was burned.

      He turned back to face the Vhast fleet still bearing down on him. “Gate’s down.” Shoji sounded mournful. The mission was accomplished but with no sense of victory.

      “Roger that,” Kyle answered. “But the job’s not done. We are not done. Alpha and Beta Squadrons, give Tin Man some cover. Tin Man, get your people back.”

      “I have a lock on their beacons,” Beck said.

      Shoji pulled away from the oncoming fleet and raced toward the small blips on his radar. Kinsey and Isaac didn’t come into view until Tin Man was nearly on top of them. He opened the airlock. Kinsey and Isaac propelled themselves and slammed the door shut behind them. “Away Team is aboard, North Star.”

      “Then it’s time to retreat,” Kyle answered.

      “To where?” Trent asked. “We just lost our one way home.”

      “To Mars,” Kyle said.

      “We haven’t received a response from the ground and the probe hasn’t sent anything back,” Isaac said, still breathless from his space flight. “We have no idea what’s down there.”

      “No choice,” Kyle said. “The Vhast’s objective was the gate. Now that’s gone, they’ll focus solely on us. We need cover. Beta Squadron, begin docking with the North Star. Alpha will provide cover. Tin Man, can you get to us?”

      Shoji clenched his fists. “I’ll find a way.”

      Beck read from her scans. “Eight Vhast destroyers, fifty Vhast starfighters, between us and Mars.” She said it like a challenge, like a problem whose solution she would love to work out.

      “Kinsey, Isaac?”

      “We’re ready,” Kinsey answered. Her excitement was gone. There was just anger left.

      Shoji rolled his neck. “You have the laser, Beck. Aim for the destroyers. I’ll handle whatever starfighters get in our way.” Solid unit cohesion often took months of training to achieve. Reaching the point where each member of the team knew the thoughts of the other, what they would do in any given situation, required breaking everyone down, eliminating individual egos and rebuilding them as one. Or, in this case, removing every last shred of hope and uniting them in shared tragedy.

      Tin Man soared forward like an avenging angel. He sliced through starfighters two at a time, squeezed them in his fists, cut chunks off destroyers. He never stopped moving forward. The Vhast fleet fell into disarray. With the sudden and unexpected loss of their primary goal, they tried to shift their focus but failed to do so in unison. Some, it seemed, assumed their next step would be retreat. Without the gate, what did they care for Mars? Others, however, moved on toward revenge. They had put up with the human upstarts long enough. The result was a fleet pulling itself in two. Some of the starfighters tried to dock with their destroyers only to find the destroyers had begun to retreat without them. Others were seemingly denied permission to dock and ordered back to the fight. As they attempted to reconcile their motives, the Manifest ships took advantage.

      The North Star hammered a destroyer with a relentless barrage as it began its retreat. It stopped fleeing halfway through its turn and began turning back to rejoin the fight. It never got the chance as it was blown in half.

      Beck proved an ace on the shoulder laser. Using the same method as on Phobos, she targeted the rear section of the destroyers. She landed a critical hit on one’s engine section, crippling but not destroying the ship.

      By the time the Vhast fleet had reorganized itself, Alpha and Beta had already docked with the North Star.

      “Go on,” Shoji said to Kyle. “We’re right behind you.”

      The hull of the North Star began to glow as it entered Mars’s atmosphere. Tin Man did the same seconds later. Visibility was poor as they neared the surface. All Shoji saw was a red haze. “Lock on to the North Star’s signal. Make sure we don’t lose it.”

      “I’ve already done that,” Beck assured him. “I’m picking up another signal. Our probe.”

      “Did you hear that, Commander?” Shoji asked.

      “Follow it,” Kyle answered. “Pick it up. See if it collected any useful data. We’re still trying to locate the colony. There’s some kind of interference. We can’t locate any energy signatures. Keep us posted, and we’ll do the same. And be on watch for Vhast ships. Given the state of them, I don’t foresee them venturing down here to continue the fight, but you never know.”

      “Roger that.” Shoji slowed Tin Man to a comfortable cruising speed as he followed the probe’s beacon. He dropped down from the lower atmosphere, gaining more visibility the closer he got to the planet’s surface.

      “It’s just up ahead,” Beck said.

      The landscape changed a mile away. It dropped suddenly into a crater. Shoji stopped on the cliff’s edge and looked down into the indentation in the planet. What he saw sucked the breath out of his lungs. “Commander Kyle.” His voice was as cracked as the massive dome that encased the Manifest installation. “We found the colony. It’s…it’s been attacked. I’ll move in for a closer look, but it looks like…it’s been wiped out.”

      A minute passed with no answer before the oddness of it registered with Shoji or Beck.

      “Commander Kyle?” Beck said. “North Star, do you copy?”

      The silence swallowed them.

      “Shoji.” It was the first time Shoji recalled Beck calling him by name. It shook him from his stupor. “Something is wrong. I can’t contact the—”

      A piercing shriek came screaming through the comms followed by a broken string of words, cut to pieces by static. “—in Man, do you read? This is—rth Star! Get the hell out of here! Get off Mars now! We are—”

      The comm went dead.

      Shoji and Beck held each other’s gaze for a long time, afraid to let themselves look out the window at the vast desert before them. Their last hope for a haven never existed.

      The war had reached Mars. And it looked like it was already over.
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        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Martian Jump Gate. the first book in the Tin Man Space Opera Adventure. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series will be released soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B0B11LK77F

      

      

      

      Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!
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