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Chapter 1

Ely Hale walked beside Eneko Ibarra through the enclosed gangway linking the battleship Iron Dream and the smaller Ajax vessel. Ely glanced out a porthole to catch the gashes of light streaking against the FTL bubble surrounding the warships.

The heavy footfalls of Eneko’s bodyguard—a hulking, humorless brute with a fresh augmented arm named Martel—echoed through the gangway as the airlock to the Ajax shut with a clang of metal.

“How often will your lance conduct exo-hull drills?” Eneko asked.

Ely did a double take at the Ibarran, his eyes narrowing on the lack of Armor plugs on the back of the prince’s skull.

“Whenever we’re FTL. The Ajax doesn’t have much in the way of training space.” Ely stopped and bent his head to look back at the Terran Union strike frigate. Her lower hull was cracked and compacted in some spots. Crew in void suits walked along the damaged areas, their boots mag-locked to the ship. The spark of plasma torches winked on and off as they made repairs.

“Unusual damage for a void ship.” Eneko stopped at the next porthole and cupped a hand around his eyes as he inspected the Ajax. “I doubt Union engineers ever anticipated their vessels beaching themselves. One would expect sailors to know how to deal with flooding…but not void sailors.”

“You think the crew of the Iron Dream would have done better?” Ely gave Eneko the side-eye.

“Most certainly not.” Eneko put his hand on his hip. His ivory-white dress uniform and the golden thread lattices along his sleeves almost gleamed beneath the gangway lights. “Had my vessel taken on water through the lower three decks, the mass…” Eneko’s eyes twitched. “We don’t have nearly enough gravitic plating on hand like we used to raise the Ajax. The stress on the hull from trying to lift the Iron Dream’s mass and all that water would’ve buckled her keel. We’d need to construct a wall around the ship and pump out—” 

“Sire, this gangway is a threat zone,” Martel grumbled.

“Hmm? Indeed. I can pull the damage reports for you once we’re somewhere my rather overbearing escort feels is safer,” Eneko looked out the porthole to the Valiant in the distance. “Shame we couldn’t have your uncle Jared come aboard. Comms within our FTL bubble are exceedingly difficult, and ship-to-ship transfers over anything but a few hundred of meters can get dicey.”

“He’s not the talkative type. Doubt he’d want to wear a void slick over his formal dress.” Ely continued down the gangway. He didn’t wait for Eneko and caught the prince flat-footed.

“It doesn’t take much of a delta between ship velocities to rip a gangway apart,” Eneko said. “I have full trust and confidence in both Admiral Zabala’s and Captain Lon’va’s abilities to keep our ships right and steady.”

“Assumptions have a habit of making fools of anyone.” Ely looked back at Martel and noticed an emergency hood rig on the Immortal’s belt. What looked like a thin satchel held a collapsible helmet and rebreather that could keep someone exposed to hard vacuum alive for several minutes in the event of a sudden loss of atmosphere. “At least he’s ready.”

“It’s not for me,” Martel said curtly.

“It’s your Armor doctrine to fight external during a void engagement, is it not?” Eneko asked as they neared the Iron Dream’s airlock.

“We’re no good to a fight if we’re sitting in our coffins. I manned the rail during the engagement against the Morvani over their home world. Armor main gun support and fighter interdiction saved a lot of lives that day. Human lives, at least,” Ely said.

“Which is what matters. No disrespect toward your Dotari and…other allies,” Eneko said.

“The Ibarra Nation had several Dotari fighting under the banner during the Geist War. You don’t have any nonhumans in your ranks?” Ely asked.

“Certainly not. Lady Ibarra is rather suspicious of any alien allies after the betrayal following the Second Xaros Invasion of Earth and both New and Old Bastion’s attempts to stymie human expansion,” Eneko said.

“The Lady spent years among the other intelligent species in the galaxy. The Nation’s xenophobia surprises me,” Ely said.

“We honor the Dotari’s and Karigole’s contributions to the Ember War and the struggles that followed. The Ibarra Nation will stand beside either or both species should they ever come under threat again. Perhaps the Dotari could have integrated into the Nation, but we do not have President Isaac Valdar. The Terran Union does,” Eneko said.

“And we are blessed to have him.” Ely smirked. “I doubt we’ll ever see another Karigole off their world again. Shame.”

“Indeed, exemplary warriors.” Eneko nodded. “But they wish to be left alone and the Ibarra Nation will honor their request. It would be foolish to do otherwise. Did you know the Karigole never had an ambassador to Old Bastion? I digress.”

The airlock to the Iron Dream rolled open as the trio neared. A team of Immortals in Ibarra-pattern Strike Marine armor stood with their backs against the bulkhead, armed with carbines and full grenade rigs. They snapped their carbines off the deck and presented arms with parade-ground precision. Two sailors in void-rated utility suits—significantly lighter armor than what the Immortals bore—beat fists against their chests.

Ely looked from the Immortal kill team to Eneko.

“Precautions, precautions. They always insist on security precautions.” Eneko rolled his eyes. “If we can’t trust the Union, then we have worse problems than needing a rescue.”

“Permission to come aboard,” Ely said to the Ibarran naval officer just across the threshold.

“Permission granted.” The officer bowed slightly.

The other sailor raised bosun pipes to her lips and blew a whistle.

“Saint’s Champion, arriving,” boomed throughout the ship as Ely stepped into the airlock.

“What’s that?” Ely raised his chin to a bulb on the ceiling that called out the honors.

“That is your rank in the Ibarra Nation.” Eneko strode over the threshold without fanfare. He clasped his hands behind his back and continued down the passageway. Martel remained with the rest of the Immortals and didn’t follow.

Ely kept pace with the prince, craning his neck over one shoulder to look at the kill team.

“They’re not coming?” Ely asked.

“I don’t need a bodyguard aboard my own ship,” Eneko said with a slight smile. “I consider a constant security presence a sign of weakness. One of them scowling over my shoulder is intimidating and that’s not leadership. And I can wipe my own backside.”

Ely laugh-snorted through his nose. “Sorry.” He rubbed the back of his hand against his upper lip.

“My father grumbles about that often. Some of the family aren’t as old as I am and they require more care, naturally. As head of security, he doesn’t think such an extra duty should fall on those tasked with close protection,” Eneko said. He turned a corner into a wider corridor with dual cargo lanes and kept to the right of a dashed red line.

A group of Ibarran sailors stood at an open cargo bay and bent to one knee as the pair passed them. One stifled a sob and wiped tears from her eyes.

“You don’t want security to intimidate anyone, but then you insist on that.” Ely jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

“Hmm? Not at all. They knelt to you,” Eneko said.

“Me? That’s ridiculous—”

“You are Saint Kallen’s chosen champion. The Nation will always honor this. That is who you are in both name and title.” Eneko gave Ely a slight nod.

“I’m not asking for any honors,” Ely said angrily.

“Faith is beautiful, isn’t it? How can we rationalize humanity’s continued endurance against such threats as the Xaros, the Kesaht and the Geist but for divine providence?” Eneko asked.

“Give the honor to Saint Kallen and Almighty God. Not me,” Ely said.

“I appreciate your humility. It speaks well of your character, not that any would have reason to question it.” Eneko led Ely down a narrow passageway to a door that slid open at their approach.

They walked into a simple room slightly larger than a supply closet with an ornate wooden table and two chairs against a wall. A door in a slight recess on the other side stayed shut.

Eneko raised a hand and waggled his fingers at a security bulb and holo fields activated throughout the space. The walls warped and reformed to display the view from a skyscraper towering over an endless plain of clouds that stretched to the horizon. Light from a pale yellow star refracted through the cloud tops, giving them a twilight sheen. The pyramid top of archologies broke through the clouds at regular intervals.

The table was nestled against a wrought-iron fence made with an Art Deco pattern.

“This is Navarre,” Ely said as he looked out over the expanse. 

“Correct. I always appreciate a little glimpse of home.” Eneko sat at the table and raised a hand to the empty seat.

Ely sat and extended an arm toward the hidden wall. His knuckles created a ripple in the holo as he rapped against the masked panel. He leaned back and forth as he focused on an archology in the faux-distance.

“If there’s any parallax shifting, I can’t see it,” Ely said. He sniffed the air.

“Humidity and aroma matched as well. The more the illusion synchronizes with memory, the better the immersion.” Eneko unfolded a napkin and laid it across his lap. He picked up silverware and set it at an angle on the edge of his plate.

Ely stared at Eneko’s silverware. His jaw tightened.

“Problem?” Eneko turned a hand over to point at the recessed door. It opened to a dark space. The sound and smell of cooking meat wafted into the room. A service droid came in carrying a tray that held two glasses of beer and several small plates. The machine set a drink in front of each man and laid out plates of different small appetizers on the middle of the table. It returned to the kitchen and the door shut with a hydraulic hiss.

“Surprised you’re using robots.” Ely looked over the beer that was already sweating.

“Only when underway with FTL and we flash the memory cores after every activation. Keeps things private.” Eneko raised his beer. “Topa.”

Ely raised his glass. Eneko took a sip and noticed Ely’s reluctance to drink.

“It’s table beer.” Eneko set his down. “Extremely low alcohol concentration. When Navarre was first settled, a troublesome pathogen kept infecting the water supply. Nothing that could overwhelm the green-blood-cell augments to our immune systems, but they imparted this awful taste that wouldn’t filter out. One of the more history-minded colonists suggested a simple fermentation regimen that eliminated the poor taste. It doesn’t affect Armor synch ratings, if that’s your concern.”

“Captain Lon’va maintains a dry ship,” Ely said.

“We’re not aboard the Ajax. I can have water brought in if you like. Or milk?” Eneko’s eyes twinkled.

“Milk is for babies.” Ely raised his glass and drank. “Not bad.”

“But that’s not what’s bothering you.” Eneko pulled toward him a plate of sliced fish skewered onto a slice of thick bread with a toothpick.

“Your father…my father…are we half-brothers?” Ely crossed his arms over his chest.

Eneko nearly spat out his beer.

“Ah yes, that.” The prince dabbed at his lips with his napkin. “For us to be genetically related, my father would have to be a perfect clone of the base Ken Hale. The Ibarra Nation does not use our procedural technology to make perfect clones. It’s simply unnatural and there’s a degree of genetic degradation that occurs in later generations.”

“Not an answer.” Ely eyed a croquette with slices of ham on it.

“Short answer, no.” Eneko tilted his head to one side momentarily. “A DNA scan of our blood—which would violate the Nascence Act adopted by the Ibarra Nation, by the way—would show no relation as my father is a directed procedural and yours is true-born in every sense of the word. Longer answer…sort of? My father has your father’s history imprinted in his memories up to the moment that my grandfather and mother led their people to found the Nation. My father had nothing to do with founding the Pathfinder Corps or Terra Nova. Perhaps we’ve heard some of the same ‘when I was your age’ stories, and we might be mistaken for cousins.”

Ely rubbed a temple.

“Which part?” Eneko chuckled and cut a slice of the fish off the small plate.

“At some point, there is a high likelihood that my father will learn about…all of this,” Ely said.

“You have not told the Terran Union about Lady Ibarra’s consort,” Eneko stated.

“No. I believe Lady Ibarra brought me into her confidence when she introduced me to your—my—him,” Ely said. “Sharing that information with the Union after I returned to Earth would’ve caused problems. Plus, Lady Ibarra wasn’t exactly flaunting who he was. I was asked if I knew who Prince Isaac’s father was and played dumb.”

“I appreciate you keeping that confidence, but it’s not necessary,” Eneko said.

“That’s where you’re wrong. The Geist used captured procedural tubes to create perfect quislings. Earth and occupied planets were terrorized by Shannons and Heinrichs and the other proccies they made. No matter the Lady’s intentions…it wouldn’t have been taken well. The idea that the Nation was making anything but the usual procedurals—”

“Understandable. Procedurals are still a new fact of human life. Individual adults with memories, history and their own personality after nine days in a nascence tube. They’re nearly genetically identical to true-born humans with only telomere lengths to distinguish them—that, and their inability to become Armor. Usually.” Eneko smiled.

“I accept that procedurals were needed to reinforce Earth after the Xaros scoured the Sol System. Clearly, there’s room for abuse. Demonstrated abuse,” Ely said.

“Regrettable,” Eneko said. “Lady Ibarra’s actions haven’t exactly engendered trust between our nations.”

“The Ibarrans had sleeper agents throughout the Union. The jailbreak from Mars still stings many on Earth. It’s difficult to assume that’s all behind us, isn’t it?” Ely pulled the toothpick with slices of ham from the bread and ate the meat.

“I cannot deny it. But I prefer not to live in the past when the future has enough problems in it. Do you like fish?” Eneko held a hand to one side.

The waiter robot returned with two shallow bowls of cod fried in olive oil and chili stew. Ely absentmindedly thanked the bot as it set the food in front of him.

“Anything but angulas.” Ely shivered at the memory of being served baby eels.

“I took those off the menu.” Eneko lifted a spoonful of broth and sipped at it. “Just enough paprika. They finally got the recipe right. Tell me, Ely, how will your father take the news of Lady Ibarra’s consort?”

Ely paused, watching Eneko as he picked through his stew. “Do you want me to tell him?” Ely asked.

“So you haven’t yet. Interesting. But, given the limited time you had with him before we arrived in the Terra Nova dwarf galaxy…perhaps not as surprising,” the prince said.

“You’re worried about how the real Ken Hale will react and not how Marie Hale née Durand will take it?” One corner of Ely’s mouth smiled. “She will be very French about it.”

Eneko pursed his lips as his gaze darted from side to side. “I hadn’t anticipated her reaction,” Eneko said.

“And how do you think Ken Hale will react to a pseudo-clone—”

“Directed procedural.”

“Whatever. How do you think Ken Hale will react? You’ve sorta been raised by him. No…if Isaac Ibarra is the Lady’s first child, then you can’t be more than…” Ely rubbed his chin.

Eneko wagged a finger from side to side. “I know myself to be twenty-seven years old. I am well aware that I am a procedural and that one morning I woke up little different than I am now and that was my true birth day. Being physically older yet chronologically younger than little Isaac is…a bit silly sometimes,” Eneko said.

“It must make succession a difficult question,” Ely said.

“We never speak of such things. The Lady’s decision is her own and it’s not been shared with me. But, as to your earlier question as to how your Ken Hale will react to my situation…I doubt he’ll take it well. His negotiation of the Hale Treaty took a decidedly hard line against procedurals and we don’t know if his position has changed since he was in Terra Nova. Likely not, as no tubes were sent on either colony mission,” Eneko said.

“How do you think anyone would react to the news that someone made a copy of them…then had babies with it?” Ely raised an eyebrow.

Eneko nodded slowly. “Indeed,” he said after several heartbeats.

“Is this your way of asking me to keep my mouth shut?” Ely asked.

“No,” Eneko said a bit too quickly. “The truth will out. The earlier it is known and without obfuscation will engender more trust than it will ruin. I had nothing to do with the Lady’s decision. Nor did you. No one in the Ibarra Nation dictates what the Lady does but the Lady. Think of the damage it would cause if I asked you to lie about the procedural elephant in the room and then the base template Ken Hale—”

“Don’t call him that.”

“My apologies. It would only cause more trouble than the truth,” Eneko said.

“That’s not very Ibarra of you. Marc Ibarra kept the secret of the oncoming Xaros invasion hidden from everyone for over six decades,” Ely said.

“Because the only way three people can keep a secret is if two are dead,” Eneko said. “We’re far above those numbers now, so far as my father and others are concerned. Have you heard anything of Marc Ibarra since the Geist Occupation ended?”

“He vanished.” Ely shrugged. “The Geist found a way to move his consciousness into a flesh-and-blood body and they weren’t exactly keeping records the way we do. There was considerable chaos between Malal’s defeat and the reestablishment of the Terran Union. People fell through the cracks. There’s still some homesteaders out in Micronesia that don’t want any part of the government in Phoenix.”

“Hmm.” Eneko stirred his stew. “I would appreciate meeting my grandfather someday, but that may not be in the cards. He’s still persona non grata in the Nation. But! It is nice to finally have a frank discussion with someone. The crew here is always so…deferential.”

“Ever heard of a story called ‘The Prince and the Pauper’?” Ely asked.

“Ah…but then I’d need someone identical to serve as a stand-in and I’m afraid my face is well-known across the Nation. Impractical and unethical.” Eneko set his spoon down. “There is something I’d like to ask you if you’re OK with discussing it.”

“I’m listening.” Ely swiped his hands against his napkin.

“You are in a rather elite group who’ve had both a ghost to help you fight as Armor and the more traditional plugs. What does that feel like? Do you prefer one to the other?” Eneko took a long sip from his beer.

Ely rubbed the skin around the plugs at the base of his skull. “I miss my ghost. Aignar was always with me in the pod. He and I acted as one—most of the time. To just be thrown into the Dark alone would’ve been overwhelming. He was as much St. Kallen’s Champion as I was. He had to leave, and I wasn’t going to stop him, so I became Armor the old-fashioned way. Quals at Fort Knox and then Mars. Aignar and I were Armor. Now I am Armor. It’s harder on my own without him handling the systems or guiding me on how to shoot,” Ely said.

“Interesting. I’ll never be able to be right-and-proper Armor like you, but I am curious as to the difference.” Eneko poked at his stew.

“Marshal Roland Shaw had a ghost for many years. He…never spoke of his ghost. He went through my experience but backwards. He had plugs before he had a ghost,” Ely said.

“They are finite, I’m afraid. The matrix maintaining their consciousness degrades over time. The Nation’s intelligence analysts suspect that is why Marshal Shaw ended his service as Armor and handed the mantle of the Black Knight to you.”

“He didn’t say.” Ely paused in thought. “I thought he hung his spurs up, as a marshal’s place wasn’t on the front line. Too many moving pieces for anyone to handle in the midst of a firefight and while inside a suit. Alexander the Great was able to stand shoulder to shoulder with his men, but technology has expanded the battlefield since then. He didn’t opt to have his ghost implanted into a procedural body like Aignar…or his ghost didn’t want that.”

“Ghosts are only ever drawn from Armor that have redlined. They serve beyond death and we must honor their sacrifice and accept that their service to the living will end.” Eneko raised his cup. “To the fallen.”

“To the fallen.” Ely returned the salute.

“More ham? One planet we colonized has a pig analog that tastes just like it was raised on a diet of nothing but acorns.”

“Sure, why not—hold on. Is this actual food or are your shipboard food printers better than ours?” Ely narrowed his eyes at Eneko.

“I may be a prince, but sometimes it’s good to be the king.” Eneko chuckled.

****

Ely and Eneko returned to the Iron Dream’s airlock. The team of Immortals were still on standby and didn’t seem to have moved an inch since Ely arrived nearly two hours earlier. An Ibarran chaplain wearing his vestments over void utilities stood beside the Immortals.

The chaplain bowed slightly when the two Armor soldiers approached.

“Ah, blessed be, how could I be so remiss?” Eneko put a hand to his forehead. “Captain Hale, the Iron Dream’s crew has a request of you. One I was supposed to bring up during dinner and I forgot to remember.”

“I’m listening,” Ely said. The multicourse meal was heavy in his stomach and he’d drunk enough of the table beer that his cheeks were slightly flushed. The tightness of his belt over a full belly made him feel like anything but Armor at the moment.

“It is my request, sire. May I?” the chaplain asked Eneko.

“It is my request as well, but you may.” Eneko pinched the bridge of his nose. He’d drunk more than Ely and was more affected by the beer.

“Champion, I am Chaplain Jackson. While the Armor aboard the Iron Dream are pious and a true boon to the crew through their piety and—”

“To the point!” Eneko wobbled slightly on his feet.

One of the Immortals held out an arm and a med-sensor built into his gauntlet blinked several times.

“Will you take part in the Iron Dream’s next Passage?” the chaplain asked. “I’m sure you have many religious demands on you aboard the Ajax, but my crew would consider one of your…station a true honor to us in this uncertain time.”

“That-that-that is…possible.” Ely’s face went a deeper shade of red. “For a ship this size, a Passage would take—it will depend on battlefield conditions. I would hate to commit to something like that and then my duties require me elsewhere.”

“The Iron Dream’s crew will make itself available to you,” Chaplain Jackson said. “If even one could receive such a blessing, the ship will be better for it.”

“Your request is made, Chaplain. I’ve kept him from his duties long enough with my twaddle and endless pinchos.” Eneko stepped between the two and motioned Ely to the airlock door.  

“You always have a direct line to me, Ely,” Eneko said. “Armor commander to Armor commander.”

“Thank you for dinner,” Ely said as the airlock rolled open. He leaned toward the prince, careful not to touch him, and spoke in a low voice. “One more thing. If your ego ever puts Adalyn in a bad spot again, you’ll answer to me.”

“I understand.” Eneko gave him a faux-smile and held a hand out to the gangway connecting the two ships. The tunnel shifted like a subway going through a curve as the two ships’ velocities differed ever so slightly.

The two shook hands and Ely felt the prince’s soft, smooth grip. His were hands that never trained with a sword or worked maintenance on Armor.

Ely stepped through the airlock and didn’t look back as it shut behind him.

Eneko hooked his thumbs into the belt of his dress uniform. He rocked back and forth on his heels for a moment and then spun around and marched back into the ship, any effect of the beer suddenly gone.

“Well done.” He levelled a knife hand at Chaplain Jackson and continued on.

One of the Immortals stepped out of formation and lengthened his stride in his hulking power armor to catch up with the prince.

“The plan holds?” Colonel Cadmus asked through speakers mounted in the chin of his face mask. His voice was a predator’s growl.

“He’s not as difficult as I suspected, but his resistance is considerable,” Eneko said.

“Orders?”

“Make ready for the next fight. Ely Hale is a secondary mission. The Lady’s instructions were quite clear to us. I’d rather not sacrifice Saint Kallen’s Champion to the cause, but it may still be needed,” Eneko said.

“For the Nation,” Cadmus said.

“For us all.” Eneko flicked a dismissive hand next to his face and the Immortal halted in his tracks.


Chapter 2

Ken Hale looked at himself in a mirror. His governor’s dress was the Terran Union standard officer’s uniform without branch or rank insignia. He still wore the ribbons and medals he earned while in service along with both Pathfinder and Strike Marine wings. A globe pin of Terra Nova was on either side of his tall collar.

He tugged the front of his jacket, noting an unfortunate pudge over his belt.

“Room’s full. They are waiting,” Marie said from the doorway of the restroom Hale was in.

“Anything from the Ajax or the Iron Dream?” Hale asked.

“Nothing. If they came straight here from the system the Crucible dumped them in, it will still take days for them to get here. Jared sent back a courier ship with confirmation he got our message. He’ll bring the ships back. And stop preening in the mirror. Everyone knows you’re getting fat,” she said.

“I’m not getting fat. I’m accumulating reserves for winter. Didn’t even get my burgers when we were back home,” Hale said.

“We have the exact same kind of your peasant food here. What does it matter if they came off a grill?” she asked.

“Because I wanted a double-double with Gunny Cortaro. I’m not immune to nostalgia.” Ken put his hands on the bathroom sink. “I also wanted to spend some time with Elias.”

“Ely. He can’t answer to Elias anymore,” Marie said.

“Damn bastards messed with our boy’s head. Though they got the probe fragment out, so if that’s the trade-off—I can live with it,” Ken said. “Everything that’s about to come next…”

“You have good news for once. Our sky is full of warships. Friendly warships full of friendly humans. Things have never been better, focus on that. Mr. Governor, sir.” Marie put a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m not a politician. How’s Jerry doing?” Ken tightened his stomach and left the restroom, heading down a well-lit hallway.

“He’s a mess, but he won’t let anyone see it,” Marie said. “I think he’ll perk up once Ely’s home.”

“Nothing was ever going to make me feel better when I was away from you all. Jerry needs a goal to focus on. How’s the crowd?” Hale asked.

“Waiting.” Marie glanced at the screen on her forearm. “Almost restless.”

“I don’t know why I’m short-stepping this. The silver lining is pretty bright, isn’t it?” he asked. The mountains surrounding the capital were still snowcapped. A herd of saurian herbivores milled around a distant high mesa.

“You expect anyone to be blasé after being separated from their families? This is human nature,” Marie said. “Then there’s the Ibarrans.”

“They’re human too.”

“That’s not what I mean. Admiral Jaworski wants to speak with you. I don’t know what she wants, but she insists that it’s urgent,” Marie said.

“Have her meet me in my office after this. I can’t snub the commander of the biggest fleet in orbit, can I?” Hale pulled his lips back to stretch the muscles around his mouth.

“Too easy. What happens if you get the question?”

“We’re years from a decision. Once crisis at a time,” Hale said. He stopped at a tall door and put a hand to a biometric reader. Magnetic locks in the frame clicked off.

“Bonne chance,” Marie said.

“I’ll need more than that.” Hale leaned down slightly. Marie gave him a quick peck on the lips. When she turned away, he gave her a pat on the rear.

Hale swiped a hand across the door and it slid open. Murmuring from the crowd died down as he walked onto a stage and made for a lectern under a spotlight. Lights kept him from seeing most of the audience, but he heard enough shuffling to know it was full to the back aisle. Holo screens blinked to life in the back as ship commanders linked into the broadcast.

“Terra Nova,” Hale said, putting his hands on the lectern, “our families are safe on Earth. Promises to relocate them came directly from Admir—excuse me, President Valdar. My commander when I served aboard the Breitenfeld.”

“Gott mit uns!” came from the crowd.

Hale smiled for a moment.

“Our children are safe. Our wounded are cared for. The Crucible gate back to Earth remains viable…so long as the math holds. The Terran Union endures, allied with the Ibarra Nation,” Hale said.

“Who the hell are they?” someone shouted and was immediately chided by those around him.

“The Ibarra Nation is exactly what it says on the tin. Marc and Stacey Ibarra broke away from the Union after the treaty limiting procedural humans was negotiated. They managed to colonize a fair number of systems without procedural restrictions and grew in military strength. The same strength they’ve lent Terra Nova to defend itself from the Inheritors. While I anticipated a full Terran Union contingent to aid us…the Ibarrans were ready and available. The Union sent every ship it could in the time we had available to us on Earth. The Ibarrans made sure every warship that could be sent through the Crucible was sent here,” Hale said.

“How’re we supposed to handle the influx of so many people?” Allison Trumble asked. She was on the verge of elderly, with a few streaks of darkness in gray hair. Her face had a permanent scowl to it. She out her hands on her hips, her displeasure at any answer evident.

Hale took a moment to calm himself before answering. She was the senior-most colonist from the initial wave that arrived aboard the Christophorous, years before Hale came to the dwarf galaxy and found a colony imprisoned by the Triumvirate. She’d been a constant pain in his neck since they met.

“We’re expanding barracks to facilitate shore leave. Every ship can sustain itself for years, but no one wants to spend every minute of every day on a warship. There’s plenty of room on Terra Nova for them,” Hale said. “As for the Alliance against the Inheritors, there’s still some coordination to do. The sudden influx of warships isn’t what the Alliance anticipated. We had to keep the Crucible jump secret. Our intelligence operatives had high confidence someone would try and sabotage the Crucible if they knew what was coming. I promised them help from Earth. I didn’t say exactly when it would arrive.

“These next few weeks will be difficult. We have to incorporate the reinforcements and turn the tide of this war against the Inheritors. This is a colony of heroes. We will not falter. We will not fail. Not now. Not ever.”

“When will we have the vote?” Trumble stepped out into the aisle. “You promised!”

Murmurs of agreement rumbled from the crowd.

“Is now the time?” Hale asked. “The possibility is years away. We need to win the fight against the Inheritors first. We lose that and the vote is irrelevant. We vote now and that gives ammunition to some factions in the Alliance. Factions that don’t want us here. We’ll make our decision when the time is right and no sooner.”

Trumble remained in the aisle.

“Marie has work priorities. Department heads will meet in my office at 1700 hours.” Hale turned away and made for the door.

“What about Elias?” someone called out.

Hale hesitated at the door, then pushed through.


Chapter 3

“If we don’t redo the welds on the number six anchor point, there’s no way it’ll pass inspection.” Talise leaned over the railing of the catwalk running at waist height of the three Armor suits in the Ajax’s cemetery. She bent a forearm to look at the screen and held up a sensor wand to a fresh breastplate mounted on Ely’s suit.

The plate was bare metal, not the matte-black of the rest of his suit.

“Welds good. Welds to standard.” Stinker, an oversized gecko of an alien with hunched shoulders and lime-green scales, scrambled up the suit’s legs and banged a plasma torch against the breastplate.

Talise shook her head and the long braid of black hair fell off her shoulder and dangled in the air between the suit and catwalk. She wore flip-flops and her pod slicks, a skintight uniform Armor soldiers wore when they mounted the pods inside their suits.

A suit leaned out of the adjacent coffin-shaped maintenance bay and raised a finger. “The welds are indeed within standard,” Dozar said through his suit’s helm. “To disassemble the replacement plating is a four-hour task and we are less than three hours from the scheduled drop from FTL.”

“Then we should’ve done it right the first time!” Talise snapped.

“Is right!” Stinker’s forked tongue wagged from his reptilian mouth.

“Don’t you stick that thing at me.” Talise pointed a finger at him. “I know what that means in Toth.”

“It still smells like fish and ass in here,” Ely called from the cemetery entrance.

“Sir!” Talise whirled around. Her braid swung across her neck and she flicked it aside. Her hands gripped the other rail of the catwalk and a broad smile crossed her face. “We were getting concerned.”

“No, we were not,” Dozar said. “Lieutenant Niibawi has been fretting over your well-being every five to nine minutes. Meanwhile, the captain was not considered overdue for another ninety—”

“Thank you, Dozar.” She looked at the gigantic alien, one corner of her mouth twitching.

“Why are you in your pod slick?” Ely tugged the collar of his dress uniform open and unbuttoned his top.

“In case,” Talise said. Her lips pressed into a thin line as she refused to elaborate further.

“In case what?” Ely tossed his dress top onto an ammo cart and rolled his shoulders back and forth. Sweat had soaked through parts of his white undershirt. “Damn, I hate that monkey suit. Not meant for comfort.”

“In case…I needed to come get you.” Talise shrugged.

“You were going to mount up and tear through an Ibarran battleship in case of what? I was kidnapped? Defected? Believe me, neither of those would happen.” Ely picked up a data slate from a workbench and held it up to his suit. He swiped through data layers and grumbled to himself. “Wait. Alone?”

“No. Certainly not alone,” Talise said.

“She cajoled me into agreeing to a hasty attack on the Iron Dream despite my many and varied reasons as to why that would be neither necessary nor advised. I feared she would never have shut up about the incident had she gone off by herself. I pointed out that even if we survived an attack on the Ibarrans, Captain Lon’va would likely have murdered us upon return,” Dozar said.

“Wouldn’t matter. I’d still do it,” Talise grumbled.

“The welds on the new breastplate look great.” Ely set the slate aside.

Stinker’s tongue flickered at Talise.

She gripped the rung and flipped over, thumping against the catwalk. She elongated her back as she kicked off the flip-flops.

Ely, his eyes drawn to the more feminine aspects of her physique, looked back at the data slate.

Talise dropped down and walked to him barefoot.

“Isn’t it cold in here for that?” He looked down at her feet.

“I grew up without shoes. Though I did just walk through a sticky patch. How was it? What did the Ibarrans want?” Talise stopped close to Ely.

“It was just Eneko. The discussion was a bit unusual but not hostile. The beer was weak, but the seafood wasn’t half-bad,” Ely said. He frowned and narrowed his eyes. “Huh, didn’t think of that. Neither of us said grace before we ate. Shame on us.”

“You lived with the Ibarrans for a bit. Do they usually pray?” Talise asked.

“They’re significantly more pious than the Union. Their chaplain asked me to stand for their next Passage.” Ely opened a drawer in the ammo cart and recoiled slightly. He reached inside and drew out a dead fish with long whiskers and shimmering blue scales.

“Mine. Mine!” Stinker scrambled across the catwalk. Ely tossed it in the air and the Toth caught it.

“Ugh, this whole ship has that not-so-fresh feeling.” Talise rolled her eyes.

“What?” Ely asked.

“Nothing. So when will you do the Passage?” she asked.

“I didn’t commit to anything. I’d rather not if I don’t have to.” Ely frowned at the data slate. “How were the optics on my rotary cannon already recalibrated? That should’ve been done after the pod integrity was recertified.”

“Major, you have to do the Passage.” Talise’s eyebrows rose, addressing him by his frocked rank that he held aboard the Ajax and nowhere else.

Ely looked over the top of the slate at her. “I beg your pardon? You were full of piss and vinegar to storm the Iron Dream all by your lonesome to rescue me and now you want me to go back there?” Ely asked.

“First off, Dozar was going to come with me. Second, you’ll be over there in your suit, not your dress uniform. You should do it, sir,” she said.

Ely sighed quietly. “Talise…Passages are just…no. Besides, this ship needs repairs and my suit needs to be put through quals before I can rate it as combat ready and—”

“Sir, you…” She leaned in close and spoke in barely above a whisper. “You’ve been in her presence. Saint Kallen knows you. She blessed your blade before the final battle with Malal.” Talise motioned to the sheathed sword bolted to the ceiling over Ely’s suit.

“I was there. No need for you to remind me,” Ely said.

“Major, the few times there’s been a Passage aboard the Ajax, it’s been me in the cargo bay. Never you. While I am honored to perform the rite, I see the disappointment on the crew’s face when it’s me in there. They want you. The Saint’s Champ—”

“That’s enough.” Ely set the slate down hard on the ammo dolly. “My ego isn’t important. What matters is how we fight, not if we prayed just right or smelled the correct incense before a battle. I am Armor. I am fury. I will not fail and the Iron Dream doesn’t need me as some sort of prop for Eneko’s ego. If I’m doing anything but preparing for combat, then I am wrong.” His face twitched with anger.

Talise took a step back and lowered her head. “I’m sorry, sir. I overstepped,” she said.

“I know why you want me to do it. I understand that and I know your heart’s in the right place…just don’t push me,” he said.

“Do you really know why, sir? Do you know what a Passage means to people? My planet was invaded by the Geist. They killed my tribe’s warriors and hunted the women and children through the forests. My mother was about to throw me and my sister off a cliff to keep the demons from devouring our souls. We lived primitive, but she wasn’t that far from the truth.” Talise wiped a tear from her face and shifted a shoulder out of the way when Ely reached for her. 

“Then Armor came. They fell from the sky like angels and struck down the demons. Then they called the surviving members of my tribe from the forest and I had my first Passage when I passed over the line between the Armor guarding the evacuation shuttle. When I made it to Earth, I saw the pilgrims at Armor Square. I felt the power of the ancestors through Saint Kallen. It matters, sir. Because someone will die after a Passage, and when they’re lying there bleeding out in the mud or floating out in the void after their suit’s spilled their air, they will think back to the Passage, to the Saint’s Champion who was there. Where faith manifested to assure them they have an immortal soul that will be greeted by Saint Kallen and Hahgwehdiyu on the other side.”

Ely looked away. “Our suits are out of tolerance. I’ll change into my slick and then it’s nose to the grindstone until they’re fully mission capable.” He picked up his uniform top and marched to the door that led to his berth.

Talise crossed her arms and rubbed her chin.

“OK?” Stinker asked from where he clung to the underside of the catwalk.

“Our suits aren’t ready. How can anything be OK?” Talise kicked the brake on the ammo dolly loose and pushed it toward the coffins.

Overhead speakers activated with a whine of feedback.

“Dozar?” The click-clack of Captain Lon’va’s beak sounded through the cemetery. “Are you suited up for a void walk?”

“Aye aye.” The Yamnaya’s helm canted to one side and power cables disengaged from his suit inside his coffin bay.

“The Ajax’s hull is still cracked like a bad egg. I need you on repairs,” Lon’va said.

Dozar glanced at Ely’s still incomplete suit then to the overhead security blister.

“Stinker and I got it,” Talise said. “No rest for the wicked.”

“Am I wicked because I am unable to participate in your spiritual activities?” Dozar asked.

“No, no, it’s an expression that—” 

“Dozar to the airlock! Bridge, out,” Lon’va snapped.

****

“OK, let’s do this one more time.” Hikaru put his hand on a gauss pistol on a metal bench. The holo range was a chamber with hexagons on all the perimeter surfaces and with several omni-treadmills on deck. He wore Pathfinder armor that was lighter and more flexible than the Strike Marine suits built to give and take damage.

Danny Standish tugged her cuff to glance at a notional watch. She wore shipboard fatigues that were meant for someone in better shape than her.

“We’ve been at this for like…forever.” She gave the Pathfinder an exasperated look. “And I’m a diplomat. I’m not supposed to be shooting anyone.”

“And you are still not doing it right. As you just learned on the very first planet we set foot on in Terra Nova space, there are plenty of threats here. How’re you going to survive if there isn’t a Pathfinder or some ’roided-out Ibarran to protect you?” Hikaru asked.

“Charm and good looks?” Danny gave him an impish smile.

An uncomfortable moment passed between them.

“Right. Anyway. How do you not know how to point and shoot a pistol? I thought all you Americans knew how to do this since birth,” Hikaru said. 

“The Standish clan is Canadian, thank you very much. We’re not as prone to violence unless someone’s talking crap about hockey or our national coffee chain. Tommy’s or Timmy’s or something. Dad would go on and on about how—”

“Less talking, more shooting.” Hikaru picked up the gauss pistol and flipped it upside down to check the charge on the battery pack. “Range. Standard target suite.”

Several circular targets appeared in the holo chamber.

“Remember, feet planted slightly more than shoulder width apart. Double grip and raise the optics to line up with the target.” Hikaru stepped back. “Exhale completely and squeeze the trigger. Don’t pull.”

Danny huffed and picked up the pistol, dragging the muzzle against the bench and eliciting a wince from the Pathfinder.

“Why is this so complicated? Should just be able to—”

The pistol cracked, generating actual recoil but not firing a bullet. The weapon flinched back and Danny lost her grip on it. Her hands flitted about—like she’d walked into a spiderweb—as she tried to catch it, but it clattered to the deck.

“Drop with it.” Hikaru put his hands on his hips and looked to the ceiling.

“I already dropped it,” Danny said sheepishly.

“Drop to the push-up position and knock out ten. The number increases by ten every time you disrespect your weapon.” Hikaru shook his head.

“So strict, my gosh.” Danny got down to the deck and did six push-ups with very poor form before finishing the last on her knees. She got up and blew a wayward strand of hair from her face.

“Pick up the weapon,” Hikaru said, exasperated. “Do not flag me.”

“The flag on your shoulder?” She picked up the pistol and swung it toward the targets.

Hikaru caught her by the wrist before she could sweep the muzzle across his chest. “Do not point the weapon at anything you don’t want to shoot,” he said. “Do you want to shoot me, Danny?”

“No, but it’s not even loaded with real bullets.” She tugged at his grip, but he held firm.

“Always treat every weapon like it’s loaded. With real bullets.” Hikaru guided her arms down to keep the weapon from pointing at him and led her back to the firing point.

“This is some very advanced Pathfinder stuff. Give me a break, eh?” She touched her finger to the trigger and took it away before Hikaru could chide her.

“Soldiers learn the fundamentals of how to handle a firearm in the first week of training. This is basic. So very, very basic,” he said.

“I got a waiver for mandatory service to serve in the Diplomatic Corps. Dad pulled some strings.” Danny extended her arms away from her with the pistol in her hands then drew her arms in and out, tipping the muzzle dangerously close toward her face. “OK, here we go. Let’s shoot something.” Danny held the pistol out and wiggled her hips.

“Aim for the nearest target fir—”

Danny shot before Hikaru could finish.

The notional twenty-yard target spun around with a simulated hit.

“Were you aiming for that one?” Hikaru asked.

“No…but a hit’s a hit, right?” She gave him a lopsided smile.

“You’re pulling the trigger, not squeezing it. That’s why your shot went wide. It should almost be a surprise when the weapon—”

Crack.

The holo field put a red dot on the wall where her bullet would’ve hit.

“I don’t know why I bother.” Hikaru touched a control panel and the targets winked out, replaced with a tall reptilian alien with extended, square-shaped jaws. It wore metal scale armor and carried a long rifle with a jagged bayonet fixed beneath the muzzle.

“That’s…a Kroar,” Danny said.

“Yes. They’re assholes. They will eat what they kill. Shoot it.” Hikaru nodded quickly and stepped back.

“Sure thing! Just aim at another sentient being. Which we’re taught to respect in the Diplomatic Corps as shooting aliens isn’t exactly ‘diplomatic’ now, is it?” She aimed and fired with an eek of surprise.

A red hit indicator appeared on the very edge of the Kroar’s shoulder.

“Ha ha! Did it.” She blew imaginary smoke from the barrel. “Pretty good, eh?”

“No. Not at all. You have to engage the target until it’s no longer a threat. That hit made it angrier. It would be eating your face right now if this was actual combat,” Hikaru said.

Danny gasped in shock. “My dad was always talking about face-eating aliens. He was aboard the Belisarius when the face-eaters got loose and—”

“Shoot the thing about to eat your face!” Hikaru stomped a boot.

Danny mag-dumped on the target. The range registered a single hit between the Kroar’s eyes.

“How was that?” she asked.

“Terrible, yet somehow you managed to kill it. Odd.” Hikaru scratched his chin.

“Neat. Can I play with a grenade now?” She held the pistol over the bench and dropped it several inches to rattle on the metal.

“No.”

“But you all have—”

“Absolutely not.”

“At least let me—”

“Still no.”

“Maybe I could—”

“Pick up your weapon and engage the target again. Once you are proficient at hitting something at five meters—all of five meters—then we will lengthen the distance to the target until you are more likely to shoot a threat and not me in the back the next time we’re dirtside,” Hikaru said.

“And then I’m done?”

“And then you will learn how to clean the weapon.” Hikaru touched the control panel and the hit indicators on the Kroar blinked off.

“Clean? Don’t we have people for that? What did Dad always call them—chapter privates!”

“You will clean your own weapon. I will teach you.”

“Fine, but let’s do it after we eat. I’m getting hungry.” She stuck her finger into the trigger guard and spun the pistol around.

Hikaru rubbed his hands against his face and sighed. “I am so going to get Batista for this. He cheated on that coin flip. I know it,” he muttered.

“Huh?” Danny flicked the safety built into the trigger guard.

“Shoot the face-eating alien!”

****

Batista twisted the mag locks on his boots against the Ajax’s hull. Sure that the grip was as loose as possible, he rubbed a thumb on the quick-release lanyard anchored to a point behind him. He looked toward the ship’s prow and the bright point of light at the fore of the FTL bubble, then back to the total darkness aft.

A work crew of Union and Nation sailors applied plasma torches to a damaged section of the hull. All kept two points of contact locked to the Ajax, and safety tethers linked them to hard points arrayed down the ship’s length.

“Another armor plate incoming from the Dream,” Chief Westbrook said through a narrow IR channel. She was posted on the keel of the ship while Batista watched the repair detail from amidships. “Prep for jettison.”

“Heard.” Batista touched the grav pack controls mounted where the straps crisscrossed over his chest and fed more power into the engines.

“Clear in thirty seconds!” a petty officer called on a wider channel from the damaged hull section. Sailors shuffled the mag locks built into their boots along the ship and moved away from where they’d applied the plasma torches.

Dozar towered over the humans as he stood up. Batista got a glimpse of the Yamnaya’s helm from where he was closer to the keel than the Pathfinder.

Batista tensed as the work-party boss ran a plasma torch along a mount on the superstructure. The sailor deactivated the torch, detached a crowbar from his back, jammed one end into the gap and pressed down. An armor plate the size of a drawbridge lifted up. Anti-grav pucks attached to the hull plate activated and the section detached with a jerk that Batista felt through his boots and tumbled away.

The shed section flipped end over end until it struck the edge of the FTL bubble and vanished in a muted flash of light.

“Secure here,” Batista sent to his chief.

“Green across the board. Keep an eye on the transfer,” she sent back.

“Heard.” Batista relaxed slightly and turned his attention to the armor plate floating through the void between the two ships. An Ibarran sailor was mag-locked to the hull section, guiding the anti-grav thrusters fixed to the corners and edges as it closed on the Ajax.

He swiped his forearm screen and pulled up a comms menu, hailing an IR frequency still in the buffers.

“Greetings to you, Pathfinder Batista.” Dozar’s voice filled Batista’s helmet. “How may I be of assistance?”

“Hey, big guy, how’re the Ibarrans treating you?” Batista asked.

“They are task-focused and not prone to small talk. I postulate that they are unaware I am nonhuman. That assumption is reasonable as I—to the best of my knowledge—am the only one of my stature to serve in an Armor lance. The only other nonhuman Armor are Dotari, and they are all in service to the Dotari Defense Force,” the Yamnaya said.

“They give you any shit, you let me know. I’ll set ’em straight,” Batista said.

“If I was unable to defend myself, I would be a poor excuse for Armor,” Dozar said.

“Sometimes humans will exaggerate for comedic effect, big guy. You’re better on the science stuff than I am—you know what happens to anything that hits the FTL bubble?” Batista pulled one foot off the hull and locked it back down.

“Matter that crosses the warp threshold is deposited on the other side in real time. The constituent atoms are stretched at nearly the speed of light and the strong nuclear force is overcome, resulting in a rather spectacular explosion. I’ve heard. Ships jettisoning mass while underway with FTL drives is against regulations as—”

“So there’s one hell of a boom out there when the trash hits the bubble. Got it.” Batista glanced up at the incoming armor plate being guided over with Ibarran work drones.

“A ‘boom’ is impossible, as there’s no medium to transfer sound, but intelligences on nearby stars would observe an apropos-of-nothing nuclear blast in deep space. This would result in a great deal of confusion if that species is not familiar with the physics of astranite drives,” Dozar said.

“Ha! Imagine some poor stargazer out there looking at a nebula and then flash. Poor bastard wouldn’t know what hit him. An inadvertent screwup of First Contact protocols. No one wants to send that paperwork up the chain,” Batista said. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you if you’ve got a minute.”

“It will be several more before I’m needed for repairs,” Dozar said.

“OK then…we both got an up-close and personal look at the Inheritors. Did anything about them strike you as odd?” Batista asked.

“Their hostility was unproductive. Their technology is sufficiently advanced so that I am unaware of how it functions or how to replicate it. A conundrum,” Dozar said. “Are you intonating that my superficial resemblance to the Inheritors is of concern?”

“No. No! Why would—”

“I’ve already had the incorrect comparison made by Terra Nova colonists. The Yamnaya are not the only enhanced stature sentients in the Milky Way. The Aeon are of similar height and build. Then there’s the Sasquala and Nimrar—though the tails and secondary craniums would prevent anyone from mistaking them as humanoid.”

“Not everyone’s as well travelled as a Pathfinder, big guy. Have Major Hale and you had a talk about how to mitigate the ‘holy shit, it’s a big one—shoot it’ knee-jerk reaction that someone might have in the near future? Not a lot of aliens your size out here. So far as I know,” Batista said.

“We have not, as our attention has been on repairing suits and state dinners. My initial plan to mitigate knee jerks is to keep my helmet on whenever possible. So long as everyone’s assumption that I’m Armor holds, then I should be able to blend in as well as a fifteen-foot-tall xenos can,” the alien said.

“Assumptions! To ‘assume’ makes an ass out of you and me.” Batista chuckled.

“While few appreciate when I’m pedantic…that is not how it is spelled.”

“No, but the joke is—”

“Eyes up!” The petty officer in charge of the work detail broke through the channel.

Batista rose slightly, his head on a swivel, looking for whatever threat the petty officer called out.

The replacement hull plate moving between the ships wobbled. The Ibarran sailor raised one arm over his head and waved it frantically as the plate’s edges oscillated faster and faster.

“The grav thrusters are out of synch! Cut the power. Cut the power!” Batista lessened the mag lock between his boots and the hull to the point he was barely attached.

The hull plate fishtailed off the Ajax and went perpendicular to the hull as it swept across the damaged section. The Ibarran sailor smacked into an Ajax crewman and both were carried away from the ship.

“Dutchman—Dutchman times two! Pathfinder out!” Batista sprang off the hull and blasted toward the wayward pair. Adrenaline pounded through his veins as he did the rough math as to how long he had to rescue them before they hit the FTL bubble and were annihilated by the barrier.

He had a few tens of seconds. If he was lucky. 

The hull plate’s spin slowed and the Ajax crewman went tumbling at an acute angle away from the direction of travel. Batista adjusted course with a pulse from the gravitic-booster lining in his boots and crashed into the sailor. He wrapped him in a bear hug, the sailor’s flailing limbs fouling his grip.

“Hold still, damn you!” Batista set both boots against the sailor’s chest and looked “down,” waiting for their spin to bring the Ajax into view. He got a glimpse of Chief Westbrook in the void heading for him and the ship.

Batista extended his legs and pulsed his gravitic boosters as he jumped off the sailor. The thrust of his legs coupled with the force from his boosters spat the sailor toward the Ajax and him toward the wayward hull section with the Ibarran still locked to it.

“Release! Release your locks!” Batista broadcast on every channel his suit could access. The hull plate rolled over and he saw the Ibarran. The sailor had one leg locked to the hull plate, while the rest of his limbs rag-dolled in synch with the rotation.

Tiny bits of debris flashed heat lightning against the nearing blur of the FTL barrier.

Batista held out both hands and used the maneuver thrusters on wrist mounts to slow his approach. He waited for the edge of the hull section to clear and darted in to grab the Ibarran. Batista hooked his arms around the unconscious man’s leg and waist. Air spattered from a cracked helm visor and a split seal on the boot locked to the hull section.

“Release!” Batista stomped a boot against the Ibarran’s, but the lock held firm. He squatted under him and tried to break the hold with the mechanical strength of his Pathfinder armor.

The hull section rolled over and the FTL bubble was terrifyingly close.

“Come on! Little help…here!” Batista felt a static build in his mind and a tingle crept into his nerves. Death by atomic disintegration wasn’t how he wanted to go, but the choice wasn’t his anymore.

The hull section shuddered and Batista scrunched his eyes shut, his hold on the injured Ibarran tight.

There was a sudden jerk and the sensation of spinning vanished. Batista opened one eye. The Ajax was in the distance, closing slowly.

A massive metal arm held both the Pathfinder and the Ibarran against Dozar’s flank.

“Are you injured?” the Armor asked.

A bright flash of light washed over them all.

“Huh? When did—slack. Give me some slack! I need to treat the patient.” Batista squirmed against the Armor’s hold like he was a child upset at being carried away like a potato sack.

Dozar lessened his hold just enough for Batista to manhandle the Ibarran around so the two faced each other. Air spurted from cracks on the face visor, and the inside had nearly iced over from the sailor’s breathing and void chill.

“Air pressure positive.” Batista snatched a canister from his belt and sprayed the visor. Quick-setting polymers tightened over the cracks as a few air bubbles escaped. He locked the canister back in its holster, unsnapped an emergency tank with a built-in CO2 scrubber from the mount next to the spray and slapped it against the side of the helmet—where it did not lock into the standard emergency mount Terran Union void gear used.

Batista let out a string of expletives and pawed around the uncooperative helm until he found a nozzle mount. He pried the cover off and twisted the emergency tank into it. There was a judder as it activated and sent a glut of air into the suit.

“Med check—no!” Batista slammed an elbow into Dozar’s arm and the hold lessened a bit more. The Pathfinder sprayed the broken seal on the Ibarran’s boot and gave the sailor’s entire suit a quick once-over before slapping a palm sensor against the man’s breastplate.

Biometric readings appeared on Batista’s visor.

“Breathing…sufficient but intermittent. Air pressure eighty percent norm. Void burn to lower-left extremity. Heart rate—shit!” Batista grabbed his left forearm and twisted a drug dispenser until bright-colored bands on the top of his visor rotated to a bright red.

“Administering 20ccs of Adrenashock.” Batista pressed the mount of the dispenser against a port on the sailor’s clavicle and the bright red band blinked on and off until the color muted.

“Huh! Away boats? Boatswains report to the chief!” The sailor thrashed about and Dozar tightened his hold on them both, pressing them together.

“You hear me? You went Dutchman, but you’re safe now,” Batista said.

“I can’t…I can’t see! Why can’t I see?” He slapped at his helm, trying to remove it until Batista forced both his arms down. 

“You cracked and spilled your air. I had to release your helm to—stop trying to breathe vacuum!” The Pathfinder put his palm on the sealed-over visor and activated lights in the palm and fingertips. “You see that?”

“Uh huh. I…I don’t feel too good. Urk!”

“That’s the meds I had to use to keep you from zeroing out from shock. Breathe normal. Just breathe easy, OK, buddy? Pathfinder’s got you. Armor too. What’s your name?” Batista asked.

“A-A-able Voidsman Peshawar. Why is it so cold?”

“Same drugs. You’re good now, Peshawar. Just relax.” Batista gave him a pat on the side of the helmet.

“Armor? Armor saved me? Saint Kallen be praised. Can I—can I get back to work?” The clatter of chattering teeth followed the question.

Batista gave him another pat and checked Peshawar’s vitals.

Dozar swung his feet toward the Ajax and slid to a stop. The mag locks in the Armor’s massive sabatons gripped hard against the hull. Ibarran crew rushed toward them, and two had an emergency litter already assembled and ready for Peshawar.

“Status?” An Ibarran with master chief rank on his shoulder put his hands on Peshawar but didn’t move him.

“Moderate void exposure. He’s stable for transfer to our infirmary—”

“He clear for movement to the Iron Dream?” the master chief asked.

“Our sick bay can treat him.” Batista pushed Dozar’s arm away, then he helped lower the injured sailor to the litter and strapped him down.

“That’s not what I asked,” the Ibarran said gruffly.

“Yeah, he’s stable to move between ships. All the drugs I administered are recorded on his bio tags. The left foot’s going to hurt like a bitch in a couple minutes and his air supply—”

“We’ll take it from here.” The master chief and three other Ibarrans on either corner of the litter lifted off the Ajax and flew toward the battleship.

“Light the way.” Batista put a hand on Dozar’s leg to steady himself as an enormous weight settled over his shoulders.

“You seem less than optimal,” Dozar said.

“Adrenaline slump. My body thinks we’re done being chased by a fucking tiger or something and needs to recover.” Batista shook one hand out to the side.

“There are no predators—”

“Chief Westbrook, where’s the second Dutchman?” Batista asked over the Pathfinder channel.

“Sick bay. Broken leg and arm but didn’t spill air,” the chief sent back. “I’m spinning up Langdon and Ito to replace us. Cycle aboard once they’re in place.”

“Heard.” Batista took in a deep breath as his heartbeat pounded in his ears.

Farther ahead on the hull, across the open gap in the Ajax’s armor, an Ibarran petty officer and Union petty officer pointed at each other, the ships and the bare patch. Batista couldn’t tap into the channel they were using to converse.

“They are on the verge of a physical confrontation. Should we intervene?” Dozar asked.

“You want your ass beat?” Batista let out a slow breath, concentrating on slowing his heart rate.

“I am Armor. The chance of two humans in non-power armor damaging my rectum, or any other part of my suit, is unlikely,” Dozar said.

“This is how crews from other ships place nice with each other. It’s posturing and sexuality insults until they decide to figure out what went wrong and they fix it so the damn repairs are finished and the work details can get the hell out of the void and back into grav and recycled air. You try and get between them and both crews will come at you like a school of piranhas,” Batista said.

“Because I am an alien?”

“Because you’re not a sailor. It’s a goat locker thing. I don’t have to understand it as a Pathfinder. I just have to respect it.”

“There are no goats aboard the Ajax. Animal husbandry is not practical on a ship her size.”

“Dozar…I don’t think you’re ever going to get humans. Do you?” Batista asked. He kept his attention on the squabbling sailors as their argument seemed to peter out.

“I suspect not, as your recent behavior is illogical. You redirected Voidsman Reggio toward the Ajax for Chief Westbrook to recover, then you put yourself at risk to save the Ibarran sailor. Were you aware I was in pursuit?” Dozar asked.

“Nope. I appreciate it, by the way.”

“You were in immediate danger of atomic disintegration, but you refused to abandon the other sailor to save yourself. Pathfinders such as yourself are few in number and irreplaceable at this time. The Iron Dream has a crew complement of several thousand and the loss of a lower ranked individual is—”

“Doesn’t matter. I am a Pathfinder and Dutchman recovery is my fricking duty, Dozar. My Corps’ first motto is ‘Light the Way,’ but we were created to replace the old Atlantic Union’s pararescue force. It was ‘That Others May Live’ with them and it’s the same with us Pathfinders. I’m not out here to save myself, big guy. Never will be.” 

“Curious,” Dozar huffed.

“Why’d you get so close to the FTL barrier if you weren’t willing to go out in a bright flash of light?” Batista looked up at the Yamnaya’s helm.

“I calculated the time to intercept and had a buffer of at least four seconds before I ran the risk of death and/or dismemberment. I assumed you were going to abandon the Ibarran and preserve yourself. When you did not, my intervention was delayed, leaving less than—”

“I don’t want to know. Everyone’s alive and everyone will heal with minimal scarring. That’s winning,” Batista said. His knees buckled for a split second and he activated the mag locks in his glove against Dozar’s leg to step upright.

“Are you in need of medical assistance?”

“No. Just need a strong cup of coffee and a couple minutes to myself. Later. I’ll let you in on a little secret, big guy. I don’t like almost dying. It sucks. A lot.”

“Yet you are a Pathfinder and their mortality rates are…known.”

“I don’t have to like it. I just have to do it. Goddamn it, I shouldn’t have cheated on that coin toss. Hikaru’s rated higher on Dutchman ops than I am. The potato probably hasn’t shot him in the ass with a negligent discharge. Yet.”

Dozar shifted his weight from foot to foot.

The argument between the petty officers had died down to nodding and gesticulating at the remaining work on the hull.

“Pathfinder Batista…I may never fully understand humans. But I do not have to. I will respect how you are,” Dozar said.

A hail chimed in Batista’s ear. He answered it with a glance of his eyes to the corner of the visor.

“This is Admiral Zabala. I monitored your actions and you have the thanks of the Iron Dream, Prince Eneko and myself,” came from the battleship. 

“Just doing my job, sir. Nothing else,” Batista sent back.

“Personnel retention is a key task of the Terran Union Navy,” Dozar said. The line clicked off.

Batista looked up at the Armor.

“What the hell did you just say to him?”

“‘Personnel retention is a—’”

“Dozar, you’re a big friggin’ dork, you know that?”

“Thank you?”

“Anytime…damn, I need some coffee.”


Chapter 4

Hale unsnapped the top button of his formal uniform jacket as he walked around a curved corridor on the top floor of the colony’s capitol building. A pair of hulking doughboys stood on either side of the door leading to his office.

“Huey. Dewey.” Hale gave a nod to the war constructs. They grunted acknowledgement, each holding a war hammer high on the handle in one hand, snub-nosed gauss sluggers in the other.

The door opened for him and the lights blinked on, displaying memorabilia and artifacts from decades in service as a Strike Marine, Pathfinder and governor: a scale model of the Breitenfeld, shadow box of his service medals and pins, inert alien artifacts found on dozens of worlds. His desk was made of local wood. The grain pattern resembled Damascus steel and had been lacquered to a fine polish.

Hale picked up a data slate left on the edge of his desk and sat down. He shook his head at the numerous requests. No matter how hard he tried to push authority and agency down the chain of command, some people just could not make decisions without his express written endorsement.

There was a knock at the door.

“No rest for the wicked.” Hale set the slate down and re-buttoned his jacket. “Come!”

The door slid open. A woman in an Ibarran light gray uniform with tall black boots and a short red cape flung over one shoulder stood in the opening. Her blonde hair was cropped short but remained just long enough to retain some sense of femininity.

Despite being a happily married man, Hale noticed her figure against the lighting from the hallway.

“May I enter?” the woman asked.

“Please.” Hale motioned to a seat then held out a hand. “Ken Hale.”

“No introduction needed, Governor Hale.” She smiled at him, flashing perfect teeth. “I am Admiral Dimitria Makris. Commander of the Ibarran flotilla until such time as Fleet Admiral Zabala and Prince Eneko return.”

She sat in the chair, removing a small slate from the folds of her cape.

“I’ve learned nothing new since the courier slip arrived from General Hale’s squadron,” Hale said. “You know everything I do.”

“And I appreciate the transparency. We both have a vested interest in returning the Iron Dream and Ajax to Terra Nova.” She looked back to the doorway.

“We’re quite safe. The guards I have are just part of the security perimeter,” Hale said.

“I’m just…surprised to see the battle constructs still in use. They were a stop-gap measure to defend against the Second Xaros Invasion. Never meant for continued use,” Makris said.

“Yes, I know. I was there,” Hale said.

“Why are you still using them?” she asked.

“Same problem Earth had when we knew the Xaros were on their way back to finish the job they started with the Scouring. Not enough manpower. The doughboys are easy to produce and they take a necessary position. One that a more capable human would’ve performed. I can then put that person toward something more critical than standing around guarding something,” Hale said.

Makris’ slight smile stayed solid.

“That’s not why you asked.” Hale narrowed his eyes.

Makris’ eyes twinkled. She took a sharp breath. “There are a number of issues I’d like to address now, if I may?” She swiped a thumb across her slate.

“All ears.” Hale settled back into his seat, wishing he could lose his uncomfortable jacket.

“My astrogation officers are certain there won’t be a stable wormhole back to the Milky Way for the next five to six years. No reinforcements. No logistical support,” she said.

“Our foundries are more than capable of supplying everything the colony needs. Expanding them is easy enough,” Hale said.

“Not everything,” Makris said. “There’s a critical vulnerability that needs to be addressed.”

Hale felt like he was under a microscope as Makris watched his response to every word she said. His body language would tell her more than any verbal answer. He focused on the tip of her pert nose.

“Then let’s not beat about the bush. Tell me what we’re missing,” Hale said.

“Precisely what you asked for when you returned to the Ceres Crucible: more Armor. The initial wave of Terra Nova colonists were predominantly true-born humans, not procedurally generated in the tubes.” She clicked an icon on her slate.

“The Nascence Act is still law here,” Hale said. “I don’t go prying into the origin of my people. It’s irrelevant and I don’t know how you’d come to that conclusion as those records are sealed six ways from Sunday.”

“Marc Ibarra handpicked all the initial colonists. We have his records.” The stony smile twitched ever so slightly. “The nascence of the colonists here was irrelevant. As we anticipate no reinforcements in the short or medium term, casualty replacement is a planning factor.”

“Go on,” Hale said.

“Armor, those Saint-blessed heroes, have a distressingly high casualty rate. As of now, replacing any who fall is simply impossible.” She touched another icon.

“You say ‘as of now’ as if you have a solution,” Hale said.

“We do. Terra Nova has a substantial true-born population that can be trained and augmented into Armor. The Terran Expeditionary Force that we traveled with does not normally carry the medical equipment or support to create Armor soldiers. I can provide both,” she said.

Hale tapped a finger against his desk, then drew it back to his lap.

“Did you bring those doctors and all the surgical equipment? We considered a home-brew version of Armor after the Triumvirate were defeated, but the effort was abandoned when it was obvious we’d have to poke around our people’s brains too much just to see if it would work,” Hale said. “Bad risk.”

“We can reproduce the equipment in our ship’s foundries. Or provide you the blueprints, however you like. And no, we did not bring the doctors, but—”

“But you can produce them.” Hale’s face darkened. “You brought procedural tubes. You must’ve.”

“Standard Ibarra Nation practice.” She held up a hand as if to ward off anger. “Should there be casualties during an operation, replacements are needed. All capital ships have procedural banks for such a contingency. I’m well aware of your history with the technology. I ask you to consider how valuable new Armor would be as the conflict continues—”

“That’s what you’re really on about.” Hale’s eyes narrowed. “You want to set up a farm.”

Makris’ brow pulsed. “If you have any personnel vacancies, we can assist. Draw from our available crews immediately. Procedurals will be available in nine days,” she said.

“Have you breathed a word of this to our allies here?” Hale asked.

“Governor Hale, is that an insult?” she purred.

“No. No, it’s an order. Old Bastion demanded we abandon the procedural technology after the Ember War. Being able to grow our population exponentially with the tubes was a threat to the rest of the galaxy.”

“And bending the knee to species that hate us left the Terran Union weak and unprepared to fight off the Kesaht and the Geist. Humanity would be extinct if the Ibarra Nation hadn’t acted in our own best interests,” Makris said.

“I haven’t had the chance to go through the news archives we picked up at Ceres,” Hale said. “The Zeis, Pindicki, Novrans; all of them will see the procedural technology as a threat. This colony will need hundreds of years to crowd out Terra Nova through natural reproduction. With the tubes…”

“Significantly less time. I understand.” Makris nodded. “We will keep the technology close hold. Do you trust every colonist here to keep that same secret from your—pardon—our allies?”

The corner of Hale’s mouth twitched.

“Unfortunate. However, I have full confidence in my people to keep their mouths shut.” She tilted her head ever so slightly to one side. “I don’t mean to pressure you into a decision now, but Lady Ibarra anticipated this issue. We can begin with generating the medical staff for Armor conversions and then—”

“I haven’t agreed to anything,” Hale said.

“Armor candidates take time to screen. They take even longer to evaluate and train. The Nation has a ninety percent success rate of graduating volunteers to plugged and viable candidates—though our culture is different from the Terran Union’s. Our true-born children are exposed to Armor indoctrination from a young age. They go through religious and National Youth training that highly encourages all eligible cadets to go through Armor screening once they begin their mandatory military service.”

“You brainwash them,” Hale said bluntly.

“We can produce an adult with any skill set from the procedural tubes. We cannot produce Armor soldiers the same way. The neural basis of procedurals will not accept the plugs. We’ve had our top men on this issue for many years with no success in changing the equation,” she said.

“Top men?”

“Top men…and one very tall green alien. You are well aware of what a difference Armor can make on the battlefield. We would be remiss in our duties to the Nation if we left who chooses to become Armor up to chance,” she said.

Hale drummed his fingers on his lap. “I can’t fault that logic.” He looked to the scale model of the Breitenfeld, remembering the friends he lost.

“And it’s often surprising which candidates excel at Armor selection and which don’t. My cousin was a first time go through training. Another collected and built Mark II models and dedicated himself to the art since he was a child and washed out after two weeks,” she said.

Hale huffed. He—he who became a decorated Strike Marine—had failed Armor training while his son Ely had earned his plugs and spurs.

“We don’t brainwash our people to become Armor. It would be a volunteer-only situation,” Hale said.

“Naturally. We can provide the trainers as well. Building suits is easy enough as—”

“They won’t be yours,” Hale snapped. “Terran Union volunteers. Terran Union soldiers under command of the Expeditionary Corps.”

“Acceptable.” Makris’ poker face cracked enough that Hale could tell she wasn’t as excited about that stipulation as she let on. “We are all on the same side. The stronger the Expeditionary Force becomes, the stronger we all are. And to make things easier, the first expert neurologists will be available in two days.”

“It takes nine days to produce a procedural,” Hale said.

“Correct. Lady Ibarra redirected a number of tubes with gestating skill sets to Ceres once she understood the situation faced here. She is a remarkable planner,” Makris said. “The doctors are part of our normal crew complement as Armor need specialized medical treatment. This should keep the colonists from connecting too many dots too quickly.”

“You expect me to lie to my people?” Hale asked.

“No. Never. We will simply omit some details. You can do the same,” she said.

“Ibarrans never change, do they?”

“Or just classify the information, as unauthorized disclosure could cause exceptionally grave damage to colony security.” Makris lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows slightly.

“That is more palatable. Yet somehow the same thing.” Hale shifted in his chair. “Does your proposal to recruit and train Armor from my colony make sense? Yes. Using your proccie tubes to provide the specialized doctors to accomplish that proposal is also…reasonable. If I didn’t think Armor were going to make a difference in this fight, I would never have asked for them. The Alliance will appreciate the capability and none of the member species will look that gift horse in the mouth.”

“I have the ideal Armor cadet criteria here.” Makris tapped an icon on her slate and flicked the finger at Hale. His desk chimed with a new message.

“I’m not finished.” Hale held up a finger. “If Terra Nova’s population suddenly triples over the next couple weeks, Bastion will take notice and that will beg questions that—”

“If who notices?” Makris asked, her face darkening.

“Bastion. That’s the name of our ambassador compound here in the city. My brother wanted to name it ‘Babylon’ something or a number, but that was a bit niche, so we went with something we could tie back to our history and make it an easier sell to the Zeis and the rest.”

“Old Bastion was destroyed by the Xaros. This was after they betrayed Earth and seized the Crucible during the final hours of the Second Xaros Invasion.” Makris rubbed a temple.

“I was there.”

“Then New Bastion became a nexus for the Vishrakath and other species to coordinate their attack on Earth and her colonies. Lady Ibarra destroyed it after the Kesaht Conflict. Enemy species are easier to contain when they can’t work together,” Makris said.

“Oh.” Hale drummed his fingertips on his desktop.

“I suggest classifying that information.”

“Won’t work. The Expeditionary Foce knows it, I assume. We can still hew to the spirit of the original Bastion.” Hale shrugged.

“You’ve become quite the politician.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, though I shouldn’t. Procedurals need to be limited. The mass influx of Terrans we just had will mask the occasional new person walking around, but if there are more Strike Marine battalions than could fit in the fleet, Bastion will ask questions,” Hale said. “Replace what you need. We need the neurologists for Armor augmentation.”

“Is it really their business? We’re providing well-trained warriors to fight the Inheritors. They should appreciate the sacrifice we’re making in terms of blood and treasure,” Makris said.

“Terra Novan species play the long game. They’ve fought to keep a certain status quo between the factions for thousands of years. Humans boiling out of their sole colony by the billions upsets that status quo,” Hale said.

“Bastion will not approve. Same as it ever was,” Makris said. “Our current procedural production capacity is nowhere near enough for billions. We’d need a dedicated crèche site. We can put a pin in mass production for now, but my people do need a terrestrial enclave. A place to treat wounded, a place for shore leave and such. Keeping sailors cooped up on ships when they know there’s a place to stretch their legs and breathe real air leads to readiness issues,” she said.

“An Ibarra enclave? Done. We’ll mark out territory on the far side of the city. Opposite side of the city from Bastion.” Hale tapped a note out onto a slate.

“Thank you.” She stood up. “Lady Ibarra made it explicitly clear to myself and the rest of my commanders that your safety is critical to her. We will make any and all sacrifices needed for the Lady.”

“You mean the safety of this colony. Not just me,” Hale said.

“Yes. Certainly. If there’s nothing else?”

“No. Pleasure meeting you. I need an Ibarran representative at all senior staff meetings from here on out. I’ll forward you the schedule,” Hale said.

“Excellent. If it’s not me, then—”

A door hidden in a recess behind Hale’s desk slid open. A woman with gray hair still blessed with a few dark strands hurried through. She wore a professional-looking skirt and blouse and carried a small pile of slates in her hands.

“Governor! I’m glad I caught you.”

Makris jammed a hand under her cloak.

The new arrival dropped the slates, a small gauss pistol in her hands. She aimed it right between Makris’ eyes.

The Ibarran admiral froze, her hand still under the cape.

“Ah ah ah!” Shannon Martel narrowed her eyes. “Hate to replace the governor’s carpet again. Bloodstains always show.”

“Whoa whoa!” Hale popped to his feet and reached for Shannon’s weapon. She sidestepped the attempt, still drawing down on Makris.

“Bring your hand out very slowly. Empty,” Shannon commanded. “You know me?”

“You tried to kill her!” Makris snarled.

“You have no idea how little that narrows it down,” Shannon said. “Hand. Now. Or I will shoot you right through your fucking nipple.”

“Shannon…” Hale grimaced.

“You’ve got one of her working for you.” Makris splayed her fingers open, drew the empty hand from under her short cape and kept both hands out to her sides. “They were compromised while in the procedural tubes. The Geist used them as enforcers. One nearly murdered Lady Ibarra.”

“Wasn’t me,” Shannon said. “In fact, I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“Stand down. Admiral Makris, meet Shannon Martel, chief of colony security,” Hale said.

Shannon lowered her weapon but kept it in her grip.

“Shannon came over with the first colony wave. Long before Lady Ibarra was injured. I trust her with my life and I’ve never had a reason to doubt her,” Hale said.

Martel’s cheek twitched.

“The Martel line of Imm—I’m aware of her history. I was not aware one of her was here in Terra Nova,” Makris said.

“One of me? Do I come in six-packs back home?” Shannon asked.

“You were discontinued. I suspect you’re the last one…Marc Ibarra must have placed you here intentionally,” Makris said.

“My old boss was always a bit cagey. Is every Ibarran I bump into going to draw down on me? Because if they are, the morgue’s going to be busy,” Shannon said.

“You haven’t been compromised by alien meddling. You’ll be white-listed,” Makris said.

“Thank you for that professional courtesy.” Shannon holstered her weapon into a cuff.

“Your line caused considerable grief to Earth and Geist-occupied territory. You should be more worried about the Union personnel who had family sent to crucifixion by someone that looked like a much, much younger you.”

“There are some days where I can’t win for losing, eh?” Shannon gave Makris an evil smile.

“I was just leaving.” Makris took a step back.

“Don’t let me stop you.” Shannon winked at her.

Makris gave Hale a nod and went for the door.

“If you want to protect this colony, you need to protect her too,” Hale called out after her.

Makris paused. She nodded once without turning around and left the office.

“Well, shit.” Shannon picked up her dropped data slates. “It’s not my fault old man Ibarra was too lazy to ever find better help. Though I do enjoy my work.”

She went to one of the chairs in front of Hale’s desk and ran a hand along the seat back, feeling the warmth Makris left behind. Shannon sat in the other one.

“So, how’re things going for humanity’s only extra-galactic colony cover?” She flipped through slates, her face registering various degrees of dissatisfaction with each screen.

“Same as ever.”

“That bad? Well, I have a plethora of issues that need your attention. Let’s save the our-reinforcements-all-want-to-murder-me for the end, yes?” Shannon wagged a slate.

“Is that the least bad thing to talk about?” Hale asked.

“We can lead with that if it makes you feel better.”

Hale concentrated on her poker face and couldn’t read it. “Dealer’s choice,” he sighed.

“The Pindiki ambassador’s side piece tried to sell dishara to one of the Union sailors surveying the new barracks quarter. It wouldn’t have been fatal, but it would’ve turned his skin blue for a few weeks. He may have done it just for laughs,” Shannon said.

“How did they smuggle dishara into Bastion?” Hale asked.

“There you go, identifying the underlying cause and the actual issue that needs to be addressed. And Marie says you can’t be trained.” Shannon chuckled.

“Did you lead with the best, or the worst news?” Hale asked.

Shannon had a brief—yet maniacal—laugh and tossed a slate onto Hale’s desk.


Chapter 5

Ely stepped from the lift onto the Ajax’s bridge. He tugged at the collar of his shipboard utilities and ran a hand against the emergency helm strapped to his thigh. Captain Lon’va wasn’t a fan of him or Talise visiting her bridge while in their pod body gloves, as it was “distracting” for the bridge crew. Ely suspected that was more about Talise than him, but he wasn’t about to split hairs with the Dotari.

Lon’va and her XO huddled around the comms station in an animated discussion with the officer seated in front of holo monitors, all blinking with error screens.

“Cap’n?” Ely craned his neck to look over their shoulders. “Major Hale reports as ordered.”

“Ops station.” Lon’va didn’t look away from the comms station as she pointed behind her to the slightly raised dais behind her command chair. “Hail for you…from Hale for Hale.”

“That never gets old,” Ely grumbled to himself as he hopped onto the dais. “Don’t know how Grandpa survived the blue water American Navy.”

He looked over the myriad of screens and found a blinking hail request. He tapped in his shipboard user code and a holo appeared in front of him.

His uncle Jared did a double take at Ely from where he sat in a small quarters and set down a slate. His face was mostly augmentics, with bare metal jaws and exposed teeth. One eye was a red optic that didn’t adjust or move with the still organic upper-left side of his face. The channel waxed and waned with static.

A metal hand rose and Jared dug fingers against the base of his neck, stretching an elastic choker up and over his head. A hologram spread over his face and a reflection of the man Ely used to know solidified.

“Better? Sorry for the horror show. The shroud…hurts,” Jared said, the word distorted and tinny. His jaw didn’t move as he spoke.

“You tell me. I don’t remember you being this…augmented,” Ely said.

“Forgot to duck on Yithran III. I was mostly machine by then, so there wasn’t as much to replace. That Dotok of yours is trying to fix the comms between the Valiant and the Ajax. They get that worked out and they can patch in the Iron Dream. The astranite drives are causing hell with the linkups,” Jared said.

“I gathered.” Ely looked back at the comms station and activated a privacy screen around him. Lon’va and the XO didn’t seem to care.

“Lon’va sent over a text file with the situation since the Christophorous arrived in Terra Nova. Guess I missed a couple decent wars. We had our share here, if that makes you feel any better,” Jared said.

“The last thing I remember in Terra Nova is the fight against the Triumvirate. Then it was nothing until the Geist woke me up on Earth. Mom and Dad didn’t exactly have time to catch me up on what’s happened here except that the Inheritors have attacked and they need Armor to turn the tide. We don’t turn our back on fights. That’s not who we are,” Ely said.

“You. Armor.” Jared’s real eye narrowed slightly. “Good on ya, kid. I thought you would’ve gone for something squishier like engineering or science.”

“Wasn’t my choice at first, but I am Armor. We need more intelligence on the Inheritors before we fight them again. Running face-first into a fight isn’t how I—wait, I didn’t mean—”

“I know what I look like.” Jared turned his true eye closer to the camera as the image flickered. “The comms channel’s getting there. I don’t want to repeat myself when these Ibarrans are looped in, so let’s skip the threat talk for now.”

“Reasonable.” Ely drummed his fingertips on the console. “Then what…”

“You’re not supposed to be here. I told your father to go back to Earth and stay there with you. The whole family. All those years we had to keep you in stasis so that Qa’Resh probe fragment wouldn’t kill you? Governor Hale was the leader our colony needed, but he was a disaster when he didn’t have the mask of command on. I don’t know how many times I found him in your cryo-chamber. Just sitting there with you, silent.”

Ely’s chest tightened and he looked away.

“Then Carson found an old Sacred Intelligence data node that mapped out gravity tides and there was just barely enough of a hope that we could get your pod back to Earth. That changed him. Gave him a goal to work toward. None of us thought it was a good idea, but he fought to send you home and then he had to hope against hope that Stacey Ibarra would be willing to help you. And it was my bright idea to send you back with the astranite. Figured FTL would be a game changer for the Union,” Jared said.

“Providence. Sending me back with the blueprints and fuel for astranite drives gave us a military advantage that saved Earth and the rest of humanity from the Geist,” Ely said.

“Who?” Jared’s one eye narrowed slightly.

“A race that worshiped the Qa’Resh—well, one Qa’Resh. They’re extinct and they don’t matter anymore. If I hadn’t been sent back, things would be very different in the Milky Way. The Ibarrans might still be fighting the Geist and their allies if they didn’t get the FTL drive tech,” Ely said.

“The Crucible on Terra Nova’s been a game changer that the Novans are still getting used to. These Ibarrans…what’s their deal? That ship’s impressive and leagues beyond what we had when I left Earth.” Jared rubbed a knuckle against the temple beside his eye.

“Stacey and Marc Ibarra mutinied after the Hale Treaty and set up their own colony. They leveraged the procedural tech to make…a lot of people. They haven’t stopped since then, and the Union’s best estimate is that their population is orders of magnitude beyond what’s on Earth and the surviving colonies,” Ely said.

Jared tapped a finger against his chin, sending ripples through the shroud over his cybernetic parts. “Did they bring the procedural tech with them?” he asked after a few seconds.

“Almost certain. Their capital ships are known to maintain a few tubes with limited generation stacks. Mostly to replace crew lost in action.” Ely frowned as a number of troubling thoughts emerged.

“Listen to me, kid. Under no circumstances can Novan species learn procedural tech is here. Our alliance is strained at the best of times, and if they find out that we humans can fill the stars in the blink of a cosmic eye…bad times.”

“Why wouldn’t allies want more allies?” Ely asked.

“Because humans have royally screwed things up in Terra Nova. First, we let the Triumvirate loose. Not intentionally but still not a good first impression. The second- and third-order effects of that screwup…it’s a good thing we’re useful to the Alliance or they might’ve tried to destroy us before we could do any more damage. I’ll get to the specifics when the comms get unscrewed. Governor Hale promised Armor from the Union that would turn the tide against the Inheritors…no pressure,” Jared said.

“I’m used to great expectations.” Ely smirked.

Something jogged his elbow. He looked to one side and saw Danny Standish just beyond the privacy screen. She gave him a playful wave.  

“We’ll catch up soon,” Ely said to Jared. “I’d like to see what’s been done with the Valiant. We were trying to put her together while she was underway last time I was aboard.”

“She’s had a few upgrades,” Jared said, nodding. His image solidified and the static reduced to a few shaky pixels.

Ely lowered the privacy screen.

“—took a shower, but it still itches!” Danny tossed her hands up as she spoke to Captain Lon’va.

“Perfect timing or awful timing,” Ely huffed.

“Oops!” Danny put a hand over her mouth and turned back to him, her face flushed with embarrassment. “How much of that did you hear? Because that planet we were on had some sort of…thing…in the soil and there’s been some minor skin irritation and—it’s not contagious. Corpsman checked it out. Your skin-care routine looks amazing. Do you think it’s the amniosis you’re floating in all the time? There’s a marketing opportunity. Armor lotion! Steel on the outside but luxurious skin on the inside. The commercials—”

“Please stop.”

“We can workshop it.” She smiled awkwardly.

“Who’s this?” Jared asked from the holo.

“Danny Standish, Terran Union ambassador-at-large and semiofficial brand ambassador for Standish Liquors Incorporated,” she said. “And you are…Jared Hale if I’m not mistaken.”

“Why the hell did Earth send an ambassador?” The cyborg’s biological eye narrowed slightly.

“To facilitate negotiations, of course! I’ve handled six different First Contact missions and trade deals with the Pra’gosh for helium 3 mining rights. Almost all of those did not result in casualties, but the investigating commission—”

“You’re still pissing Milky Way water and you think you’re going to negotiate anything with the Novans?” Jared asked.

“That’s an awful mental picture. But just think of the optics of the Hale and Standish clans working together again.” She gripped Ely’s arm and set her head against his shoulder. “It’s the dream team pivotal to victory in more than one major conflict and now we’ve got that magic here in Terra Nova.”

Ely put his fingertips on the side of her head and gently pushed her away. “We just met,” Ely said.

“Such a shame. Daddy was always talking about how you helped rescue President Valdar from Takeni, and then there’s the Battle of Memorial Square, and you became really hard to find after that,” Danny said.

Captain Lon’va joined them at the operations table and tapped a claw tip against the controls for attention.

“We’ve smoothed out the data transfer between the Ajax and the Valiant. I’m patching the Iron Dream through.” She reached up and entered commands into holo controls only she could see.

“Jared, the Ibarrans are used to doing things their own way,” Ely said.

“They better get un-used to that. This is Terra Nova,” Jared said.

Holos of Prince Eneko and Fleet Admiral Zabala appeared on the other side of the ops table.

“Let me adjust.” Jared reached to one side and disappeared from the center of the table and reappeared standing next to Ely. He was an inch shorter than Ely. His augmentic shoulder was angular and stretched the poor fit of old shipboard coveralls.

“Brigadier Hale.” Eneko bowed slightly. “Pleasure to meet you. I am Prince Eneko of the Ibarra Nation. Fleet Admiral Zabala commands the Ibarran Fleet, though the entirety of his fleet is absent, with the exception of the Iron Dream.”

“Major Hale spoke highly of the Valiant and her crew, Brigadier,” Zabala said.

“My rank isn’t particularly important out here. What matters is that the Alliance will listen to me…on some things. We planned on a relief force from Earth, but not from two different navies, and no one anticipated your two ships getting dumped this far from the Frontier,” Jared said.

“Caught us by surprise as well,” Lon’va said. “Do you know how the Inheritors managed to disrupt the Crucible jump?”

“Not for sure. I suspect they gleaned something from Chief Carson after they captured her. The Inheritors are largely a mystery to the Alliance…let me put the horse before the cart.” Jared flicked a finger against a data slate and double-tapped a corner to a projector node.

A star map of the Canis Majoris dwarf galaxy appeared in the holo table. It resembled a massive nebula of stars with a ring around it more than the barred spiral of the Milky Way or the normal symmetry of most galaxies.

A system on the outer edge of the dwarf galaxy blinked red.

“The Terra Nova colony,” Jared said. A sphere spread from the star encompassing nearly a third of the dwarf galaxy. “The effective range of our Crucible’s shown here. We can push out a good deal farther here than in the Milky Way as the stellar density’s lower and there isn’t a massive singularity like in the heart of our galaxy. That’s important, so keep that in mind.”

A swath of pale blue spread through the center of the dwarf galaxy, far from Terra Nova.

“This was the Sacred Intelligence. The Ultari were the prime species running the place until the Triumvirate escaped their prison and rekindled the Ultari Empire that had devolved into little more than pirate clans. When the Triumvirate were defeated, the Qa’Resh artificial intelligence that kept order throughout the Sacred Governance was destroyed.” Jared glanced at Ely, who rubbed the back of his head where a shard of an alien device had been embedded in his skull.

“With the loss of the ‘sacred intelligence’ that the Ultari had coopted to their needs, the Governance collapsed.” Jared tapped the screen of his data slate and the pale blue swath fractured into different star clusters. “The Ultari Empire largely reformed after the collapse, though some warlords managed to hold on to power in a few areas and opted not to recognize the new Empire’s authority. Wars followed and the new Empire consolidated some power.”

A crimson pulse spread through half the old Governance to the galactic south and east, away from Terra Nova.

“Species that weren’t part of the Governance and many that didn’t want to be part of the new Empire formed a mutual defense Alliance. Mostly Zeis and Novrans with a fair number of Ultari fringe worlds.” He tapped the screen again and a green frontier formed around Terra Nova, bordering the Empire and smaller nations. “We had a decent status quo for years. The reborn Ultari Empire and what was left of the Governance fought amongst themselves and the Alliance kept that conflict at arm’s length.”

The holo morphed to a system view of Terra Nova. Ely’s heart sped up as he recognized the macro cannons in orbit close to the Crucible, a ring made up of massive triangles, the bases forming the circle.

The macro cannons were enormous rail guns. They accelerated shells to a small fraction of the speed of light that imparted them with enough force to shatter battleships with a single hit or wipe out cities by fire and shockwaves. The weapons had defended Earth from the Second Xaros Invasion and were some of the first installations built over any new colony.

Building a macro cannon over a planet was the galactic equivalent of planting a flag.

“The Crucible is the lynchpin of Terra Nova’s defense,” Jared continued, “that and the grav buoys seeded in system and deep space around the system.”

A screen appeared in the tank. A device that looked like several barrels of differing diameters stacked atop each other rotated in the holo.

“The buoys are scan-shielded and can pull ships out of FTL unless they’re squawking the right IFF codes. The buoy yanks an enemy ship back into real space and the quantum entangled comms system sends a warning back to Terra Nova and…”

In the holo, one of the macro cannons fired an enormous shell straight into the wormhole at the center of the Crucible. The holo switched to interstellar space where a fleet of Ultari raiders floated in the void. A wormhole opened between the ships and a macro cannon shell burst forth and annihilated the largest vessel. The rest splintered away from the wreckage and fled in different directions.

Several more ships fell to wormhole-assisted macro cannon shells.

“We let one or two ships survive to go back and warn everyone else. It worked,” Jared said. “And the Alliance kept a reserve fleet to pop through the Crucible to deal with any incursions. I take it that tactic still holds back home.”

“It does.” Eneko smiled.

“Indeed.” Lon’va’s beak clicked.

“Terra Nova maintained a decent peace with every settled system within range of the Crucible for years. One planet within range controlled by the Thren raided a Novran world and we shot a macro shell through the upper atmosphere over the chieftain’s palace. That got the message across. We had peace.” Jared’s eye twitched.

“We had peace until the Inheritors arrived on the opposite side of the galaxy.” Jared swiped across the slate and the holo returned to the galactic view. A star on the outer fringe, the side closest to the Milky Way, pulsed red. “We didn’t know when they first arrived, but they took over Ultari pirate clans pretty damn quick and then former Governance factions started going dark across the galaxy. Refugees had consistent stories about the ‘return of the gods.’ Makes sense, as the Governance was controlled by a Qa’Resh probe captured and hacked by the Ultari thousands of years ago. The probe is destroyed and society collapses…then the Qa’Resh themselves turn up.”

“Not possible.” Eneko spoke up. “The Qa’Resh left our dimension after they detected the destruction of the Xaros home galaxy and the approaching Dyson Sphere containing the last of their race. They left a single Qa’Resh behind: Malal. One lingered between dimensions to help defend against the Xaros, but it vanished after the Ember War.”

“Malal was destroyed,” Ely said.

“We’ve had an up-close and personal look at the Inheritor’s technology. It is certainly of Qa’Resh origin,” Eneko said. “Although it is not as sophisticated as what we’ve recovered across their former worlds.”

“How can you explain the discrepancy?” Lon’va asked.

“I can only postulate right now. The Inheritors had an Attendant in some sort of device on the world we arrived at,” the prince said.

“Attendant?” Danny asked.

“The macro construct—the giant crystal jellyfish,” Eneko said, and this got a nod from the Dotari and Ely. 

“We’ve never encountered such a use for the Attendant. They’re usually caretakers and maintenance functionaries. To damage one for the purposes of ambushing us is…curious,” Eneko said. “The Inheritors themselves do not resemble Qa’Resh. My current hypothesis is that they found some way to coopt Qa’Resh technology and they used it to flee the Milky Way at sub-light speeds.”

“The Qa’Resh assured us that Terra Nova was uninhabited when they gave us the Crucible code to get here,” Jared said. “That was a lie. Is it possible that some faction of the Qa’Resh decided they didn’t want to follow the rest of their species to wherever the hell they went?”

“That is both plausible and possible.” Eneko nodded.

“How the hell did the Qa’Resh even think this place was uninhabited?” Danny asked. “Obviously, there are aliens all over the place.”

“The old Ultari Empire was a good deal more advanced than they are now.” Jared held up a mechanical finger. It quivered in the air, then his other hand came up and bent it down. “Some I’ve spoken with think the Qa’Resh probe was captured before it could send back the truth to the aliens that sent it. The Ultari hacked it and sent back ‘nothing to see here’ to keep anyone from thinking there was a threat species in these stars.”

“And told the Qa’Resh that this place is prime real estate instead,” Ely said.

“The Dark Forest theory to alien relations is the most likely conclusion most species would adopt. Statistically speaking,” Eneko said.

“The what?” Lon’va asked.

“The Dark Forest,” Danny said. “It’s the assumption that there can be no cooperation between intelligent species for survival. The Xaros annihilated every intelligent species they encountered to prevent those species from advancing to the point where they could be a threat to the Xaros. Earth learned that lesson the hard way. Our home galaxy was in a poor state to defend itself when the Xaros first arrived.”

“The Qa’Resh would likely have been able to withstand the Xaros,” Eneko said. “Unfortunately, the Qa’Resh harvested most intelligent life in the galaxy when they fled our dimension. There wasn’t time for a species in the Milky Way to advance to the point where they could match the Qa’Resh or the Xaros.”

“Neat story. Doesn’t really help us right now,” Jared said.

“Knowing the nature of one’s enemy is always crucial,” Eneko said.

“Do you know or are you guessing?” Jared snapped back.

Admiral Zabala’s face darkened.

“An informed opinion at the moment. Perhaps you could tell us more? No need to play the ‘I have a secret’ game.” Eneko smiled slightly.

“No. No need for that,” Jared said. “We got one bit of intelligence from an Ultari refugee. She was on a trade ship when word of the ‘old gods’ return’ reached her. She traveled to where the Inheritors first arrived—a system named Taranta—and got this image.”

The holo transformed into a planet with polar caps that covered nearly a quarter of the hemispheres. Between the ice were narrow bands of oceans surrounding an equatorial land mass covered in cities.

“An ecumenopolis, or close to it.” Eneko stroked his chin. “They’re theoretical as the heat generated by the population would make the world uninhabitable, and then there’s the logistics of food and—”

“This one’s real,” Jared cut in. “The world used the local primary star as a grav anchor to slow its approach and settled into orbit. The Inheritors took over the Ultari mining outposts in the system and they figured out astranite FTL travel in short order. From there, they spread throughout Terra Nova. They enslaved any planet that resisted and weren’t afraid to glass cities until the survivors decided to cooperate with them. Worlds taken over by them…went dark. Not all, but some.”

“And there was a substantial increase to Inheritor operations associated with those worlds going silent?” Eneko asked.

“How’d you know?” Jared’s one eyebrow perked up.

“They’re harvesting the population.” Ely’s head lowered, his chin nearly to his chest. “The Qa’Resh absorb soul energy from sentients to power their ships and some technology. It’s murder.”

Jared nodded slowly. “Your father suspected as much. He had an encounter with that Malal you mentioned and he came to the same conclusion. The Alliance doesn’t want to believe that’s what’s happening. They think it’s the Ultari returning to their old ways of locking down planets in rebellion.”

The holo switched back to a galactic view and a red hue spread from Taranta through most of Governance space, absorbing the many states and stopping many light-years short of the effective range of the Crucible at Terra Nova.

“Fighting the Inheritors has been a disaster. Those big bastards don’t mince words when they invade a system. They can blitz through a planet in days and their Ultari thralls hold down the fort while the offensive continues. We stopped them butt cold with the macro cannons and Crucible when they hit Yalara. It’s been skirmishes ever since, but they’re massing for another go.”

“There’s only one Crucible and endless routes into Alliance space,” Zabala said.

“At some point, Governor Hale will have to choose which ally he saves and which he lets fall to the Inheritors. That’ll be the end of the Alliance,” Jared said.

“I’ve fought them. I’ve killed them. They’re not invincible,” Ely said.

“Good news. Then there’s the bad news.” Jared shifted in his chair. “The grav buoys provide a good deal of standoff from Alliance space. The Inheritors still have plenty of thrall soldiers and they’re in no hurry to get caught out in deep space and picked off by human wonder weapons. The Inheritors aren’t exactly keen on taking casualties either. There aren’t many in the Alliance with the codes to get through the Frontier, but Chief Carson was one of them.”

“And the Inheritors have her,” Ely said.

“They disable the grav buoys and there’s nothing to stop a direct offensive against Terra Nova. Even if the colony is evacuated, it’s all over for the Alliance. Our Crucible is the one advantage we have over the Inheritors and their allies,” Jared said.

“You have Armor,” Eneko spoke up. “The Inheritors have already learned a harsh lesson.”

“We do…I know what the suits can do. Problem is, the rest of the Alliance does not. You’ve been a pie-in-the-sky promise to them since the Inheritors blitzed Diasore. Governor Hale couldn’t guarantee Armor or how many of you he could bring back with him. Turns out that ‘hope’ is not a method in this galaxy or the Milky Way,” Jared said.

“Then we will educate them,” Ely said.

“Hold on to that thought. The grav buoys have Novran computation stacks that are impossible to remote hack…and also very difficult to reprogram. The Inheritors identified a weakness to that system, which is why they lured Chief Carson into a trap. We need to rescue her before they can pry the codes from her head,” Jared said. “The good news is we know where they’re holding her. And Armor will get the chance to shine.”

“Has no one seen Last Stand on Takeni in this galaxy?” Danny asked. “I still get verklempt at the bridge fight with the Smoking Snakes every time I see it.”

“The what?” Jared’s one eye narrowed.

“Oh boy…” Ely rubbed his face.

Captain Lon’va squawked as her quills straightened with agitation.

“What ‘the what’? The greatest movie in human history—at least the Standish cut is. There’s never been a film seen by a larger percentage of the population than Takeni—even the aliens back home have seen it. No one ever asks me to sign hard copies, but my father always carries a pen with him to—”

“It’s a propaganda piece. Though…it is popular among Dotari. Do you watch it in the Nation?” Lon’va asked Eneko.

“Watching the movie is a Christmas Eve tradition. The Lady had some misgivings that it paints the Terran Union in too positive of a light, but we were all on the same side during the battle on Takeni to save the Dotari,” Eneko said.

“You haven’t seen it?” Ely asked Jared.

“No. I came over before it was released and Governor Hale forbid any copies of it on the Enduring Spirit when he arrived. He refuses to speak about it, and mentioning it around him normally doesn’t go well for anyone,” Jared said.

“He really does hate it.” Ely nodded.

“Good news! I’ve got it on digits with director’s commentary and behind-the-scenes features my father commissioned. I’ll hold a viewing party for the locals. Can they digest popcorn and butter? Because I have the best nutritional yeast topping recipe that’s just the right amount of savory and sweet,” Danny said.

“Is this a good idea?” Jared asked the others aboard the Ajax.

“No!” everyone but Danny replied at once.

“It’s a propaganda movie. Meant to give confidence to Earth while they fortified the Solar System before the Second Xaros Invasion,” Fleet Admiral Zabala said.

“It can be a bit…corny…in places,” Eneko said.

“And some people like corn.” Danny put her hands on her hips. “Excuse my bandwagon fallacy, but if everyone’s seen it and everyone holds it in such high esteem that even the Ibarra Nation loves it, then the proof is in the pudding and—Ely help me before I mix any more metaphors.”

“The film could do damage if Armor and the Terran Union—and by extension, the Ibarra Nation, as we were one on Takeni—if we fail to live up to the expectations, the movie might leave with our allies. Armor…”

“We do not fail,” Eneko said. “And we have a Dotari on hand to corroborate details.”

“Do not commit me to anything.” Lon’va clicked her beak. “I don’t have time to be a celebrity and shipmaster.”

“Send me a copy. I’ll keep it close hold,” Jared said.

“Right here.” Danny opened a Velcro-sealed pocket and set a data cube on a reader. She tapped a screen and the file began uploading to the Valiant.

“The speech on the walls of Takeni Prime never happened,” Ely said. “Don’t ask Dad to quote it.”

“Oh, that’s definitely happening. Don’t look at me like that, kid. You’ve got a brother too. Back to the brass tacks: We’re coming out of warp in less than two hours and linking up with a Zeis task force and three Terra Nova warships in one of our hide sites. From there, we’ll raid the Ultari star fort in the Caraga system called the Morning Star. That’s where they’re holding Carson. We should arrive at the same time as the last Zeis ships—just in time for the planning conference,” Jared said.

“Then we need to make an entrance.” Danny rubbed her hands together.

“Tell us more about this star fort,” Zabala said.

“I’ll send you what intel we have. Let me temper some expectations right now: the Alliance sees this as their fight. The Inheritors are another iteration of the Ultari domination that’s waxed and waned through the galaxy for longer than most species have recorded history. Terra Nova and humans…we’re unwanted guests that set the apple cart on fire. I’m used to dealing with them and planning operations. I don’t care what rank you have on the other side of the Crucible. You follow my lead. That clear?”

“We will not have our lives wasted,” Zabala said. “We are no one’s cannon fodder.”

“Good news, the Alliance doesn’t view anyone as expendable. The Inheritors and their Ultari soldiers? Different story.” Jared’s holo flickered on and off.

Captain Lon’va looked over her station and clicked talons at the comms officer.

“Meet up on the Valiant…shuttle…Ultari contact—”

Jared fizzled out.

“We’re passing a grav anomaly, Skipper,” the comms officer called out. “There’s a hypergiant star within a few light-years and the FTL drives are fighting to keep pace with the Valiant.”

“If there’s nothing else,” Zabala said to Lon’va and reached a hand to a screen.

“Ajax needs another fifty kilograms of plasteel putty,” the Dotari said. “Our foundry is queued up for another three hours.”

“I’ll send it over immediately.” Zabala nodded to her and then his and Eneko’s transmission cut out.

“Full dinner dress again.” Ely shook his head. “Just changed out of that monkey suit and now I’ve got to put it back on to meet the Alliance.”

“Oh no no no.” Danny clicked her tongue. “You’re not wearing that.”

“I’m not?”

“No, my dear, you’ve got to start thinking like an ambassador. An Armor ambassador. It’s time to think spectacle!” She raised her hands, fingers wiggling as she made explosion sounds.

“I’m listening,” Ely sighed.

“I’m not. Both of you get out of my nest while I get this ship repaired to the point she can fight again.” Lon’va snapped her beak at them.

“Fine.” Danny waved Ely toward the lift. “Let’s swing by the foundry so I can get some denim pants and a jacket to go over a void suit—”

“You touch my foundry while we’re making repairs and I’ll banish you to the Ibarran ship,” Lon’va said without looking away from her station.

“Let’s swing by the cemetery and talk first impressions.” Danny pursed her lips and squinted at Ely’s nearly bald head. “Can we do something with your hair?”

The lift doors shut.

****

“Thank you so much for coming with me.” Danny plucked at the sleeves of the tight vac suit she wore. The uniform was the Terran Union Navy’s usual void combat attire, with slight armor plating that prioritized flexibility over ballistic protection. Modern void warfare was fought in ships with their atmosphere sequestered in armored tanks to prevent fires and blast waves. Sailors needed protection from shrapnel and against jagged surfaces as they fought and carried out damage-control tasks.

Being as heavily armored as Pathfinders or Strike Marines was viewed as counterproductive as being in the same place where the ship took a direct hit was almost always the end of a sailor’s service, no matter how well armored they were.

The Pathfinders flanking her on the bench in the Mule’s cargo bay weren’t in any hurry to respond. Their armor added several inches to their height and broadened their shoulders. The graphenium weave integrated into their body gloves and composite plates was rated against the gauss carbines they carried. The stealth and shroud systems built into the suits were their primary mode of defense, as enemies typically wouldn’t attack a target they didn’t know was there.

A long cargo container bolted to the Mule’s deck runners was covered with an olive drab tarp.

“You think maybe a tabard or a sash?” She touched the seal of the Terran Union Ambassador Corps fixed to her upper chest. “Because this flair is not getting across that I’m a noncombatant.”

“Armor inducted into the Templar order have their tabards. You want to be mistaken for one of them?” Hikaru asked.

“Ooo yeah, that’s a nonstarter. But a sash? Something white with gold trim—no, too Ibarran and they’ll get all pissy. Purple? That’s diplomatic enough, though I’m not sure what color associations the local species are tuned toward.” She reached to her chin and bumped her fingers against the edge of her helmet.

The Mule swayed as it adjusted course.

“You both have your translation beads updated?” Danny asked.

Hikaru flexed his right ear back and the implant connected to his cochlear nerve activated with a clicking sound. A scroll of languages he didn’t recognize flowed down one side of his visor.

“Indigs have Standard English loaded up in their beads?” Batista asked. “They should—the Terra Nova colony’s been around long enough for them to need it.”

“We got the software update from the Valiant. I doubt we’ll need the baa weep baa neep ninny gra universal greeting,” Danny said.

Hikaru opened a comms channel direct to Batista. “What the hell is she talking about? The only ‘universal greeting’ I’ve ever had to use was pointing my carbine at some alien shithead and yelling ‘fuck off.’ Always seems to get the point across,” Hikaru said.

“Damned if I know. How did we get this duty?” Batista leaned back and looked over Danny to ask Hikaru.

“We either screwed up somewhere along the line and Chief Westbrook is punishing us, or we did too good along that same line and now we’ve pigeonholed ourselves. I don’t see any way out,” Hikaru said.

“Same as it ever was.” Batista shrugged.

“It’s still not too late to make a denim coverall for this vac suit. The Canadian tuxedo is a conversation starter with most species. Did you know the Dotari have all their diplomats wear masks? Some pre-diaspora tradition, but it’s engrained in their culture even up until now,” Danny prattled on.

“We must’ve done something to deserve this,” Hikaru said.

“But would I look hippy in the vac suit and coveralls? I have my tux tailored just right to get that hourglass shape, but my cortisol levels have been all over the place and that leads to water retention—”

Batista jabbed a key on his forearm computer and Danny’s voice cut out.

“Oh, thank God. Why didn’t you do that sooner?” Hikaru asked.

The Mule pitched up and leveled out.

“You want to turn the glass on and freak her out? Sparks said it’s a hell of a flight to the anchorage.” Batista waggled a finger over another key.

Danny kept yammering, her hands acting out a story she told only to herself.

“Patch it through for us. We freak out the potato, we might have to tranq her before she takes the stage. Then Chief Westbrook will want to know why the ambassador sounds drunk at a First Contact,” Hikaru said.

“Might be funny. Glass patch through to the Pathfinder channel.”

Batista touched a screen and swiped a finger along the bottom edge. The HUD projectors in their helmets tapped into the Mule’s cameras. The deck and bulkheads appeared to go “clear,” giving the Pathfinders full view of their surroundings.

The Mule flew toward a shattered moon. Dark fissures spread from a deep gouge that looked like an exit wound made by a bullet through flesh. A crater hundreds of miles deep took up a quarter of the moon, exposing a dead metal core. Asteroids orbited the moon, some larger than the Iron Dream at void anchor behind them. The ship flew around spinning hunks of metal-infused bedrock, flying far too close to some for Hikaru’s comfort.

“Ugh, don’t patch her in. She’ll puke,” Hikaru said.

“She’s had the usual pre-flight digestion stabilizer regimen. I doubt she’ll hurl.” Batista chuckled.

“She’ll find a way and I’ll make you swap helmets with her,” Hikaru snapped.

“Yeah yeah. Want to tap into the cockpit? I bet Sparks is having the time of her life flying through this friggin’ mess,” the other Pathfinder said.

“Let’s not risk distracting her. What the hell happened to that moon? Core destabilization? I don’t remember anything like this in astro-classification training. Maybe I was sick that day,” Hikaru said.

The Mule banked hard and did a barrel roll to avoid a long spur from a spinning asteroid.

Danny slapped a hand down on each of their thighs until the motion ceased. She snatched her hands back and kept them in her lap.

“Think I was sick that day too. I doubt it’s natural.” Batista turned his gaze to the great wound. “Bet you a meal chit there’s an impact site on the other side.”

“Impossible. The amount of energy needed to accelerate a projectile to the point where it would penetrate a planetoid and not annihilate itself in spontaneous nuclear explosions—that’s exactly what would happen if there was a rail gun big enough to do that kind of damage. We’re talking a macro cannon the size of a continent,” Hikaru said.

“Maybe it wasn’t a macro cannon. The exposed core’s temperature is negligible over vacuum temps. Whenever this happened…sure as hell wasn’t recent. Wasn’t natural either.”

“What could do it? Some sort of death…star?”

“Little on the nose?” Batista chuckled.

“Fine, Mr. Pedantic. But if whoever did that’s still around—”

“Then we don’t have anything to worry about. We’ll be fartin’ around and it’ll be all over before we even know there’s a problem. Planet killers are like that. You ever read the Pathfinder System Report on Harlik?” Batista asked.

“Where every planet was rendered down to debris billions of years ago and the rings are still there? I swear that assessment’s on the books just to scare new recruits. It ain’t real.” Hikaru put a hand on Danny’s shoulder as the Mule dove toward the moon and flew over massive hunks of rock jutting from the surface, ejecta that had succumbed to gravity long after the event that wrecked the moon.

“Those missile silos?” Batista dropped a pin on a distant rock formation.

“Looks like. You’d think this place has a spooky enough reputation to keep anybody from poking around. Never thought I’d say this, but days like this make me wish I’d gone the survey career option back at Pathfinder basic,” Hikaru said.

“You want to be stuck on some potential colony world for years cataloging species and seeing what’s safe to eat and what’ll hatch alien worms out your sphincter?” Batista gave him an incredulous look. “Or go off on every last wild Qa’Resh-tech goose chase there is, hoping the Ibarrans don’t beat you there first? Or show up at the same time, and then your mission’s overdue?”

“The void’s dangerous. Just because a mission’s gone overdue doesn’t mean the Ibarrans had anything to do with it,” Hikaru said. “And the Ibarrans did pull our asses out of the fire back on that shithole we landed on.”

“Mmm…” Batista looked aft through the glass view at the Ibarra shuttle following several hundred meters behind theirs. An escort of Shrike fighters—their wings retracted during void travel, giving the craft a bladed appearance—stayed close to protect the VIPs aboard. “You remember what happened to Team Palenko? Sent to investigate Qa’Resh ruins on the New Canaan?”

“The planet had one hell of an apex predator species.” Hikaru tightened his hold on the carbine laid across his lap.

“And the rescue team sent to investigate why Palenko’s team and the Misato Maru vanished only found an Ibarran task force there. One that didn’t have anything useful to share. Though they did help with the search,” Batista said.

“The New Canaan Cluster’s in range of Vishrakath and Kroar Crucibles. Both have seeded systems in their spheres of influence with mines and hunter-killer drones. Stop looking for reasons to hate the Ibarrans. They risked their lives to save us, remember? They took casualties.”

“You hear how pissed Major Hale was about the Ibarran shiny boy abandoning that other lance out there when the shit hit the fan? We can’t trust them when it comes to Qa’Resh tech is all I’m saying.” Batista shrugged.

Danny waved a hand in front of Hikaru’s visor and pawed at his chest like a cat needing attention. Batista unmuted her with a press of a button.

“—they don’t have bathrooms? I am not going to squat behind the Mule where who-knows-what can see me. There was a major diplomatic incident with the Canids when a Diplo-Corps member ‘marked territory’ and then we had to let the Canids mark a shuttle to smooth things out and that ammonia smell stuck!”

“I told you to go before we left,” Batista said.

“Where is the little girls’ room?” Danny asked.

Batista switched the glass view off and pointed to a door next to a ladder leading up to the cockpit.

“Suggest you wait until we’re somewhere pressurized before you go,” Batista said. “Or just use your suit’s hookups. There’s two kinds of voidsmen out there: those that piss in their suits and those that lie about it.” 

“Eww. If Terra Nova doesn’t have a reception embassy by now, I am definitely going to build one.” Danny rolled her eyes.

“Got landing clearance. Hold tight,” Sparks said through the shuttle’s IR network.

“Heard,” Batista sent back. He turned the glass view back on for all three of them.

“Eep!” Danny’s shoulders scrunched up as the shuttle dolphined over the jagged edge of the massive wound to the moon and dove into the crater. It flew along the craggy wall and veered hard into a cave.

Dozens of alien vessels floated in the cave over a void station built into the wall. The ships had wide, curved prows that extended to the edges of twin nacelles on the ships’ keels. Several had scorched hulls, the star twinkle of welding and specks of movement of repair work visible as the shuttle approached the station.

Toward the top of the cavern was the Valiant and two vessels of a different, yet familiar, design.

“Those look like old Kiev-class frigates.” Hikaru pointed to the ships. “Last one was retired years ago.”

“Well, not like Terra Nova had the shipyards on Mars to pull from. But they’ve got…wings?” Batista zoomed in on the human ships and shared the images with Hikaru and Danny. Each had nacelles similar to the alien vessels.

“Local tech is my guess. Must be something to do with the astranite FTL drives?” Hikaru asked.

“They’ve had the tech longer than we have. Figures they’d incorporate more efficiencies,” Danny said. “This is…something else. A hidden fleet anchorage inside a dead moon. Marc Ibarra did something similar on Ceres when the Toth attacked. My dad mentioned hiding in one of Ibarra’s secret lairs built into a dead volcano back during the Sino conflicts. I thought he was being silly.”

The Mule shuttle came to a hover over a domed structure. The top unfolded to reveal a hangar. The Union and Ibarran shuttles set down, leaving the Shrike fighters in the cavern. A chill went through Hikaru’s nerves as they descended to the hangar floor. The dome closed overhead.

“Anyone else just get the pee shivers?” Batista asked.

“Same. Some sort of scan?” Hikaru looked at his forearm screen and checked through what it had recorded.

“Force field for atmo containment,” Danny said.

“How do you know?” Batista peered at his own forearm screen.

“Because those aliens waiting for us aren’t in vac suits.” She pointed to a vault door where a trio of humanoid beings in knee-length, earth-toned tunics over dark pants and heavy boots waited. Two males had shoulder-length, platinum-blond hair; the female between them wore her hair styled around the back of her head and silver filigree ran through the strands.

“I need to learn to master the obvious,” Hikaru muttered to himself.

The Mule’s ramp cracked open and air rushed into the cargo hold as it lowered.

“Mix is a little oxygen-heavy but within tolerance. Your turn, Hikaru,” Batista said as he read from his forearm screen.

Hikaru broke the seal on his helmet and let the atmosphere flood into his helmet. He took a short breath and held it, then a deeper one.

“Cold. Smells old and dead.” Hikaru rolled his visor up his helm and locked it to the top of his head.

Batista followed suit and sniffed at the air.

Danny removed her helmet and brushed at her hair with her fingers.

“Least the humidity is manageable. Hard to make a good first impression with frizzy hair. Follow me.” She unsnapped her belts and strode from the shuttle.

“Hold up, wait a minute.” Hikaru lurched forward and slipped the restraints off, jogging to catch up to Danny at the bottom of the ramp. She stood with her back straight and shoulders slightly back, chin slightly elevated.

Danny turned and gently beat a fist to her chest in greeting to Prince Eneko as he approached from his shuttle, flanked by two Immortals. Their skull masks caught the overhead lights just right, making the dark pools of their eye sockets appear as deep voids.

Danny glanced at the three aliens. The males on either side of the female inched closer to her as they stared at Eneko’s Immortals. She waited for the Ibarrans to walk past their shuttle and fell in beside the prince, whispering to him. Eneko tilted his ear to her, his lips tightening as he listened, then he spoke in Basque.

The Immortals shifted their skull faceplates up to the top of their helmets. Hikaru recognized Martel, but not the brute with him. Martel’s cyborg arm was either hidden within the Immortal’s bulky armor or had already been replaced with a flash-clone limb.

Hikaru gave Martel a nod that the Ibarran did not acknowledge, his full attention on the three aliens. Each had an ornate pistol on their right hip, the handle turned out cavalry-style.

The female in the center pressed her palms and fingers together just below and in front of her nose and bent her head forward, the horizontal iris of her eyes never leaving Eneko or Danny. Her skin was pale, her cheekbones and brow shimmering silver.

“I am Ur-Cleric Jena of the Zeis Synod. I am honored to meet you,” she said.

Danny repeated the gesture.

“Denise Standish, Terran Union Ambassador Corps…Ely Hale speaks highly of you and your people,” she said. The cargo pod from the shuttle floated to a stop behind her.

“Eneko Ibarra of the Ibarra Nation.” The prince beat a fist to his chest then extended the hand toward Jena.

His bodyguards tensed, as did Jena’s. The cleric spoke in an alien tongue to her flankers and pinched Eneko’s fingers, giving them a brief shake.

“General Hale will meet us in the planning cell. Forgive me, I was unaware the crews of human ships were so…varied.” Jena leaned to one side and peered at the rectangular cargo container. “He also insisted you be allowed to bring gifts. A Terran tradition, I’m told.”

“Thank you for humoring our ways.” Danny smiled a bit too broadly and sweat ran down Hikaru’s back.

“Indeed. Follow me.” Jena turned and the doors to the bay slid open without a sound. Hikaru held out a hand and almost touched the frame as they crossed the threshold. His fingertips tingled from the dense magnetic field built into the doors.

“We weren’t expecting to meet Terran reinforcements so quickly,” Jena said. Her bodyguards spread out to allow Eneko and Danny to walk beside her. The hallway was made of polished rock with a grav-tile floor. Light blisters were screwed into the ceiling every few yards.

“Our arrival was coopted by the Inheritors,” Eneko said. “We’re still examining how such a thing was possible, but we fought our way out of the trap with minimal casualties. The Ultari and Inheritors waiting for us fared worse.”

“The Ultari are same as they ever were. They fight as brigands and cowards, never pitting strength against strength. That you survived is…remarkable,” Jena said. “The Terran Union is as formidable as General Hale promised.”

Eneko cleared his throat.

“Oh, we’re not all from the Terran Union,” Danny said. “The Ibarra Nation that Prince Eneko represents stands apart from the Union.”

“There’s a third kind of human?” Jena’s ears perked up, higher than a human’s could move. Hikaru did a double take at the pointed tops then looked away before anyone could catch him staring.

“While different historic environmental conditions of our home world have created some surface-level differences, humans are a single species that—did you say ‘third’? Why would you say that?” Danny asked.

“Your war breed. General Hale refers to them as ‘doughboys.’” Jena led them around a corner into a passageway that ended at a tall set of doors.

“They are not human,” Eneko said, an edge of distaste to his words. “Nor are they any sort of slave or client species. They are a weapon system.”

“Interesting,” Jena said. “Thank you for clarifying that for me. Forgive my ignorance, but I do not understand the difference between your groups. We Zeis are Zeis.”

“The Ibarra Nation is a different political entity than the Terran Union.” Eneko clasped his hands behind his back. “We are united in history, religion and home world. Any threat to one is a threat to the other. While my Nation has chosen to walk its own path, we are family with the Union.”

“The Ibarra Nation volunteered to come to Terra Nova’s aid against the Inheritors. We didn’t even have to ask. They came in force as soon as they were aware of the need.” Danny gave Eneko a sly wink.

“Governor Hale has a policy based on an ancient human saying. I would rather not misquote him, but it has to do with allies and enemies from his days as a Strike Marine—”

“‘No better friend. No worse enemy.’ That one? My father served with Governor Hale in the Strike Marines,” Danny said.

“Yes, that’s the saying.” Jena touched a fingertip just below her left eye, then to the tip of her nose then lips. “The rest of the clerics are waiting for us.”

The Zeis raised a hand to the door and a pale orange line ran down her palm. The doors retracted into the wall without a sound.

Martel bumped into Hikaru as he put himself between Eneko and the next room. Hikaru cursed the Immortal under his breath and sidestepped to see what the threat was.

The chamber had two levels over a low dais in the center of the room. A hologram showed a space station with a pointed core that extended north and south of a four-way junction that led to a wide outer ring. The center structures had different design elements, like they’d been rebuilt by different species at different times in the station’s history. The outer ring bore cannon emplacements and the ghostly afterimage of Ultari-make warships.

On the levels were more Zeis, all similarly dressed and armed as Jena. The majority were male, some with augmentic limbs. Hikaru recognized the hard gaze of battlefield veterans that stayed with most species he’d ever encountered.

Jena led the delegation into the chamber. The cargo container swung to one side and settled against the wall.

A doorway on the upper level slid open and General Jared Hale limped in, while a pair of Strike Marines in older marks of power armor stayed on the other side of the threshold. Grenades of various makes and marks mag-locked to their belts and chest plates caught the lights. Jared’s legs were augmentic from the knees down, his right arm mechanical from the shoulder down. Three-quarters of his skull was bare metal, and one half of his neck had exposed hydraulics. He wore older-style Atlantic Union fatigues hemmed to leave his cyborg limbs uncovered.

“Saint Kallen’s bones, what happened to him?” Batista asked.

Prince Eneko gave the Pathfinder a brief but dirty look.

Jared raised his metal fist up and punched it against a steel slate on the handrail before him. The impact resounded through the chamber. The rest of the Zeis hit their knuckles against the rails.

“War council is called to order,” Jared said. “We are starting…exactly on time despite a brief side trip I had to make. But Terra Nova made promises, promises kept.”

“We were expecting more than two ships,” said a Zeis across the chamber from Jared.

“The rest of the reinforcements from Earth are on Terra Nova. How or why the Inheritors managed to divert the Iron Dream and Ajax remains unknown. We’re still lucky or blessed to have them with us right here, right now, especially with the fight ahead of us,” Jared said. “Their ships already fought off an Ultari ambush and killed several Inheritors with no idea who or what they were fighting.”

“Then these are the ‘no better allies’ Governor Hale speaks of,” said a Zeis woman on the lower level.

Danny stepped forward and away from Eneko as he tried to grab her by the elbow. “Terra Nova called for aid and we answered,” she said. “We’ve heard of the brave Zeis who fought against the Triumvirate alongside our colony. While we have only just met you, those who shed their blood in battle beside us are our brothers.”

Eneko’s face scrunched with annoyance, but he remained silent.

“We prefer to judge actions over deeds, but you are here,” said a Zeis man with a gold and platinum band across his forehead. “I am High Proctor Taelon. I command this battle squadron. What has General Hale told you?”

“Pathfinder Carson has been captured by the Inheritors and is in need of rescue. Immediately if not sooner,” Eneko said.

Taelon stepped out from the lower level and approached the holo display. In one hand, he carried a blue lacquer baton topped with a polished obsidian egg.

“Rescue? Rescue may not be possible.” Taelon twirled the baton slowly. “This is Morning Star station, a relic of the great works that the Ultari were once capable of. Built tens of thousands of years ago and possessing a rudimentary artificial intelligence that’s kept its orbit from decaying and crashing into the planet. It was under control of the Prime Intelligence until the most recent collapse. The Reborn Ultari Empire are squatting in it for now and they’ve made space for their Inheritor allies here.”

Taelon snapped the baton toward the holo and a blocky section near the upper end of the northern spire blinked. An Inheritor ship shaped like the long conical shell of venomous snails Hikaru knew from his childhood on New Edo materialized next to the blinking section. 

“Clerics, our spies, located Chief Carson there,” Jena said. “The Inheritor ship she was captured on docked two standard days ago and has not left.”

“How old is this information?” Eneko asked.

One of Jena’s brows perked up. “Our spies are equipped with quantum entangled communicators. It is as real time as possible,” she said.

“Bet those would fetch a hell of a price back home,” Batista sub-vocalized to Hikaru’s ear bead.

“Knowing where Chief Carson is being held is not the same as rescuing her,” Taelon said. “The Morning Star has a population of several hundred thousand Ultari—Reavers and their new Janissary formations. Then there’s the Inheritors on the station. The fleet assigned to the Morning Star is made up of newer ships and greener crews, but they can defend themselves and the station well enough. It’s close enough to the Frontier that an attack from the Alliance is possible so they stay ready, as we’re about to prove.”

“Rescue is impossible,” a Zeis rasped. The speaker was elderly, with a sash bedecked with ribbons and medals. “The fleet cordon will intercept any boarding craft. Even if we broke through their lines, the Morning Star’s defenses would shoot down anything before it could land…or before anyone could escape. If we have one chance to protect the Frontier, we must destroy where they’re holding Carson.”

Some of the Zeis rapped their knuckles on the railing, but not all.

“Carson is the only reason the Triumvirate isn’t ruling all of us.” Jena stepped forward. “We can’t kill her because we lack the courage to save her!”

“It is not a question of will, Cleric,” the elderly Zeis said. “It is a question of ability. A close FTL transition and we can overwhelm the point defenses and eliminate the Inheritor Quarter. I suspect the Ultari will be less than diligent once they understand our target.”

“Please expand on that.” Danny raised a hand slightly. “Forgive me, I’m unfamiliar with protocol here and do not wish to be rude. You are?”

“Proctor Vylor.” The elderly alien wiped a hand across his brow.

Danny mimed the gesture and several Zeis chuckled.

“Tighten your throats, whelps,” Vylor grumbled, “before I take the baton from Taelon and beat manners into you. She’s asking the right questions. Ambassador Standish, was it?”

Eneko’s jaw clenched so hard, Hikaru heard his teeth grinding.

“The Ultari remembered who they used to be when the Triumvirate resurfaced. Resurfaced after you Terrans let them loose!” Vylor held up a hand speckled with liver spots at Jared. “By accident. No sane person would’ve opened those monsters’ cage wittingly. The Triumvirate perishing at Terran hands galled the Ultari and most of the pirate bands set aside their differences to continue the Ultari Empire the Triumvirate rekindled. The Reborn Empire absorbed star clusters left helpless after the Sacred Intelligence was destroyed—also by Terrans!—and enough warlords fought over the scraps that the Alliance had time to organize itself.

“Then these Inheritors show up—who the Terrans recognized right away—and enough Ultari believed them to be the same Sacred Intelligence that ruled over them back when there wasn’t war and famine everywhere. Ultari surrendered to the Inheritors, and the Regulos were absorbed in the process. Helped that the Ultari killed anyone that didn’t recognize them as their true and proper rulers. Those on the rise throughout the Reborn Empire didn’t appreciate being sidelined to these Inheritors and there were a number of defections to the Alliance.”

“Defectors with extensive intelligence networks through Inheritor-controlled space,” Jena said.

“I see.” Danny nodded slowly.

“Why hasn’t the Alliance capitalized on this?” Eneko asked. “If there are Ultari willing to betray the Inheritors for power, why isn’t that division being leveraged?”

“Who says we aren’t?” Vylor chuckled. “I’m counting on the Ultari defending the Morning Star to have technical or comms ‘issues’ when they realize we’re attacking the Inheritors. Zeis lives and ships saved for the next battle. The Frontier’s grav buoys protected. All it’s going to cost us is Chief Carson’s life. Shame, but that’s war, isn’t it?”

“You’re a generous bastard.” Jared beat his metal fist against the railing. “She saved your family on Yalara!”

“And I cannot save her now.” Vylor looked up at the cyborg. “I will not ask my kindred to die for nothing.”

“I must agree with the High Proctor’s wisdom.” Taelon tapped the bottom of his baton against a railing and the assembled Zeis began rapping their knuckles in agreement.

“Stop. Stop!” Eneko marched up to the holo. “No wonder the Inheritors and Ultari are beating you. There is no imagination or intelligence on display here. Is it a Terra Nova quality or a Zeis trait?”

Danny made a panicked noise and one of the Zeis closest to Eneko reached for her pistol. Martel moved before Hikaru could draw a breath. The Immortal interposed his armored bulk between the alien and Eneko, stopping arm’s length from the surprised Zeis.

Martel stood absolutely still, his gray eyes boring down at the Zeis. The officer reached her hand slowly up toward her shoulder and scratched it, then moved it back to her side, keeping it away from her weapon.

“Forgive his zeal.” Eneko waved a dismissive hand at Martel and the Immortal snorted and returned to the prince’s side. “How fast are your torpedoes? How will you destroy the Inheritor Quarter?”

“Observe.” Taelan pointed his baton at the Morning Star and flicked his wrist. The station shrank and Zeis ships appeared on the edge of the holo. Fighter craft swarmed from the ships along with torpedoes. They accelerated together until the fighters launched their own missiles and pulled away to intercept Ultari fighters. Torpedoes fell to counter-missiles and point defense turrets. Several veered away seemingly apropos of nothing. A half dozen struck the Inheritor Quarter on the space station and the simulation ended.

“That’s it? If you can breach the perimeter defenses, you could destroy the entire thing. What’s the yield on your warheads? A fusion device would—”

“The Morning Star’s power core projects an inhibitor field well beyond the range of any nuclear warhead.” Taelan looked at Eneko like he was a fool. “The central core has graviton emitters that will twist anything targeting the more densely populated areas into scrap.” The Zeis held his baton up in two hands and mimed wringing it out, complete with a “squish” sound.

“The AI prioritizes her defenses toward protecting the civilians living inside her. It is futile to try and attack anything in the central third of the station,” Taelan said.

“Then why didn’t the Inheritors build their quarter there?” Eneko asked.

“Good question,” Jena said. “The AI is partial to the Ultari species. It is probable the Inheritors were not allowed to be any closer to the civilians.”

“You accuse us of not having any imagination when you barely understand the threat you face or our capabilities,” Vylor said.

“What’s the acceleration on your torps? Show me the data.” Eneko crossed his arms over his chest. 

“You can understand our words, but I doubt you’ll be able to read our—fine.” Taelan held up a hand and his fingertips flittered about. Alien script appeared next to a wire diagram of a Zeis torpedo.

“That’s well within our insertion torpedo specs,” Eneko said. “We can board the station and rescue Chief Carson.”

“Is insanity common on your home world?” Vylor asked. “You are no more flesh and blood than we are. The acceleration and impact will turn anyone subject to those forces into harcomsa.”

“Sort of like applesauce,” Jared said. “Word doesn’t translate.”

“I’m afraid you’re unaware of our capabilities, my friend,” Eneko said.

“This is ridiculous!” said a Zeis from the upper level. “It is impossible for anyone to board the Morning Star without—”

The cargo container against the bulkhead rumbled. A massive metal arm shot up from the tarp and slammed into the deck. Joints clicked and whirred as Ely’s matte-black Armor unfolded from its tight travel configuration and rose to its full height.

The Zeis scrambled back from the Black Knight, many drawing their sidearms. Vylor and Taelan stood their ground.

Hikaru and Batista started toward Danny to protect her. She held up a hand and gave Hikaru a rather incredulous look.

“What are we, chopped liver?” Batista asked.

“What is this?” Jena shouted at Jared.

“My name is Ely Hale. I am Armor.” Ely’s voice reverberated through the chamber. His helm turned from side to side as he looked over the Zeis. “We will not kill Chief Carson. We will not sacrifice her to spare ourselves the danger of rescuing her. She would do the same for us.”

“All well and good.” Vylor moved toward Ely, leaning heavily on the railing. “But how are you going to do that?”

“Élan,” Ely said. “Send me.”

“You’re going to get more speed?” Vylor rubbed the back of an ear where Hikaru assumed his translation bead was. “How will you reach the Morning Star without getting killed in the process?”

“We fight differently back home. I’ve made worse assaults,” Ely said.

“And he’s not alone.” Eneko stepped forward. “It doesn’t take many Armor to change the course of a battle.”

“Hale?” Taelon looked from Jared to Ely. “Is that a title?”

“The Hale family fights and kills gods. We’re not afraid of the Inheritors,” Jared said. “Now, how are we going to rescue Chief Carson?”

“I’m listening,” Vylor said.

****

With Ely’s suit reconfigured back into the compact travel form, Hikaru pushed it up runners on their Mule’s ramp and back into the cargo bay. He locked it down with a kick to the rails and gave the Armor a double slap on the lower pelvis part of the suit.

Hikaru pulled his hand back and cringed, realizing he’d just patted Ely on the ass. He sat down next to Danny and strapped himself in.

“I saw that,” Batista said over the top of Danny’s head.

“Shut up.” Hikaru settled back and put his helmet on.

“—in my Armor than dismounted.” Ely’s voice sounded through Hikaru’s helmet. “Good work.”

“Spectacle, my dear, you always have to think spectacle.” Danny raised her hands like she was throwing confetti. “Was Prince Pretty Boy convincing anyone outside his Armor? Certainly not. We could tell the Zeis all about what Armor’s capable of until we’re blue in the face. Heck, we could play a couple select scenes from Last Stand on Takeni with surround sound. Nothing was going to have the impact of you live and in color.”

“How’d you get him allowed in there—even in suitcase form?” Batista asked.

“Told them we brought gifts as is human custom.” Danny shrugged. “At least they didn’t want to keep him.”

“Huh…Major’s right. Good work in there. The Ibarran bigwig didn’t have a whole lot of clout in there,” Hikaru said.

“He has the bigger ship and more Armor than the Ajax,” Ely said. “That speaks volumes.”

“Still, our girl here killed it.” Batista held knuckles up to Danny for a bump. She gave the top of his hand an awkward pat.

“No offense, but stick to the diplomacy and leave the shooting to us,” Hikaru said to her.

“Fine by me!” Danny chuckled. She looked down at her forearm screen. “I may be the victim of my own success. Uncle Jerry and Prince Eneko want me on the Iron Dream during the operations. Which is…also fine by me.”

“Why’s that?” Hikaru asked.

“It’s a battleship and has a thicker hull. Not that I don’t like the Ajax, but the bigger ship might have fewer issues with water rationing than the Ajax,” she said.

“I don’t suggest calling General Hale ‘Uncle Jerry’ to his face. Or any other time,” Ely said.

“That’s not what you call him?” Danny asked.

“Honestly…we barely know each other. He left Earth for Terra Nova on the Christophorus before I was born. The interactions we had after I came over on the Enduring Spirit were pretty limited before I got hurt and put into stasis.”

“The Ibarrans’ ship is a bigger target. If you were the bad guys, which would you shoot first?” Batista asked.

“Oh…” Danny pursed her lips. “Oh, I didn’t think of that. But what’s the chance I’ll get stuffed into a life pod that malfunctions and dumps me on some shit-hole planet full of face-eating aliens? What’s the Ajax doing during the attack? There should be a ‘warning-oh’ or something. My father always used something called ‘TLP’ when he was planning something…”

She raised fingers to begin typing out a response then closed her hand. Her brow scrunched as she was lost in thought.

“Major, you’re in for a hell of a trip,” Hikaru said. “Say hello to Chief Carson for us when you find her. She’s a big part of Pathfinder training after what happened to the Belisarius.”

“You can tell her yourself,” Ely said.

“Beg pardon?” Hikaru asked.

“Chief Carson may need medical attention. That’s not something Armor can manage.” Ely’s massive hand rose from his travel configuration and the thick fingers waved at them. Ely’s icon went dim in the chat menu.

“Ah…light the way,” Hikaru said and let out a sigh.

“Light the way,” Batista echoed.

“Hold on to your butts,” Sparks said through their comms as the atmo sequestration alarm went off. Vents opened and pulled in the air. “The flight out’s the same roller coaster.”

“Hey, buddy,” Batista said to Hikaru on a suit-to-suit connection. “We’re a victim of our own success. If we screw up every once in a while…”

“But we’re too professional for that. How in the hell are we going to go with the Armor to—oh shit!” Hikaru’s eyes widened. “Shiiiiiiiit.”

“Yup!” Batista leaned back in his seat at the Mule took off. “Gonna be a long mission.”

Danny fiddled with her helmet and got it sealed without a Pathfinder helping her. She read from her forearm screen as the shuttle took off with a rumble. After several minutes, she looked up at Ely locked down in his travel configuration a few feet from her. She tapped the comms controls built into the side of her helmet then tapped at her forearm screen several times.

She frowned and kicked Ely’s suit. She waited a few seconds and kicked the chest housing again.

“Is there a problem?” Ely connected to her helm.

“So many menus, so little time. You’re not going to hear me if I yell, not in zero atmo. Why isn’t there a proximity chat built into the infrared comms?” she asked.

“What do you want?” Ely asked.

“I found the warning oh—oh, warning order, that makes sense. All these silly acronyms—anyway! The Ibarrans put in a request for ‘Passage support’ if I’m reading this addendum correctly. Would you know anything about that?” she asked.

“They don’t need me. They have their own Armor for a Passage,” Ely said.

“Then why are they asking for help? The request is attached to a shuttle movement between the Ajax and Iron Dream. Then there’s another shuttle coming in from the Valiant…odd.” She swiped through pages of the warning order.

“The Ibarrans want me at their Passage. Like I’m some sort of celebrity,” Ely said.

“You’re not? I’m not much of the church-going type, but I’ve seen the icons in Phoenix and some of the other colonies,” she said.

“Beg your pardon?” Ely asked.

“Haven’t you seen the stained-glass windows at the Church of Saint Kallen? The battle between your namesake and the Xaros general on Mars. The call to Armor aboard the Breitenfeld. Then the last stand on the Xaros world ship. They’ve added a Black Knight standing against Malal—”

“I wasn’t the Black Knight then. I told them…I should’ve told them to change it, but—”

“But what? You don’t strike me as a shrinking violet,” she said.

“You know what it’s like to be in someone’s shadow, don’t you, Ambassador Standish?” Ely asked.

“Little bit. Big Poppa Standish isn’t afraid to leverage a little name recognition to get things done. That and the occasional ‘gift’ to grease the wheels. What’s wrong, Ely? Don’t like celebrity attention?” Danny chided.

“No. No, I do not. Don’t volunteer me for any diplomatic errands while we’re at it,” he said.

“Me? I’d never. My father didn’t raise a fool, but…”

“I’m not commenting on that.”

“But the Ibarrans have lost lives already on this mission. They died to liberate Earth from the Geist and then left the planet to the Union when they could’ve abandoned all pretense of letting the Union maintain any independence. Now they’re asking for you to take part in a religious observance. What exactly is your objection to the Passage?” she asked.

“Have you ever taken part in one?”

“I’m not in the military. It’s for you uniform types, not me,” she said.

“I don’t…I don’t have to explain anything to you,” Ely said.

Danny sat back in her seat and wrapped her hands around the restraints against her shoulders. “Our fathers knew Saint Kallen. Fought beside her on Earth and throughout the Ember War. My dad said that Desi Kallen was the most fearless and honorable warrior he ever served with. She came to him and asked for help to save Elias when he was trapped behind the redline. Paul Standish has never been the most eager to stick his neck out for anyone, but he did it for her. I asked him about that when I was a little girl and Daddy…Daddy said she had a true iron heart and he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t help her. He said she was better than he’d ever manage, and if he could at least try to live up to her example, he’d be a better person for it.”

“She’s like that,” Ely said.

“I’ve never had your experience, but if you’d give the Ibarrans’ request some consideration, I’d appreciate it,” she said. “And I’m scared to get in a shuttle during FTL transit and if there’s a big strong man like you coming with me…that’d be great too. Hale, Standish and Ibarra together again. Just think of the optics.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“Just think of me as a maiden in need of her knight in matte-black armor.” Danny held her hands together against the side of her helmet and scrunched her eyes together.

“Don’t push it.”

“Fine. Fine!” She giggled. Ely dropped off the channel. “He’s a harder sell than I thought.” 


Chapter 6

A small pod sped past an Ultari battle cruiser. The dorsal turrets tracked the pod as it dove down and reoriented toward a small bay amidst a massive space station. Point defense emplacements locked missiles to the pod and charged their plasma cannons as it neared.

It slowed through a force field separating the bay from vacuum. Its surface frosted over and cracked with fresh ice as it slowly emerged from the void.

A single figure in dark, encompassing robes waited in the bay.

Landing gear extended from the pod as it set down with a clunk of metal. Jets of steam puffed and wheezed from the hull. A hatch cracked open, sending sheets of ice crashing to the deck.

A moment later, an Ultari woman sat up, her face covered by a life-support mask connected to thick tubes. Ashara ripped the mask away and took short, panting breaths. She wiped a line of drool from her mouth, a pressure indentation on her gray-scale skin still on her face.

“What’s the meaning of this?” she asked, her voice hoarse from stress and abuse.

The robed figure bowed deeply.

“Answer me! You demanded I answer my clan’s debts and I had to take an ancestor-damned slip pod to get here.” Ashara put a shaking hand on the side of open canopy.

The robed figure shuffled forward. A wizened hand reached up and fingers snapped. A small droid rolled up to the pod and extended a small staircase up for Ashara.

“Are we kin or not? Because that answer determines if you’re the one that’ll suffer for putting me in this shit can that wasn’t even washed out before I got stuffed inside it.” Ashara tossed a baggie full of urine onto the deck.

“We share an ancestor. Nine generations removed,” the robed figure said. “I am Yutan. If it makes you feel any better, you were not our first choice. You were the first to answer the demand.”

“I didn’t answer it. That sphincter Krall’s in my clan and he sent me?” Ashara reached for another toilet bag.

“I will see to the pod’s maintenance. You will come with me.” Yutan reached into his sleeves and produced a small ampule that he held up to Ashara. “This will counteract the pod’s sedatives.”

“Which barely did a thing for me!” Ashara snatched the ampule from him and pressed it to her neck. Her face grimaced as a needle punctured her skin. She let it dangle from her neck as she gripped the edges of the cockpit. The drugs sent a shiver through her body that made her head quiver against a strained neck.

She expelled a breath then tore the ampule away and tossed it away from Yutan’s waiting palm. The ampule shattered against the deck.

Yutan returned his hand to his sleeves.

“If the sedatives were less than effective, then you must be a Spark abuser,” Yutan stated.

“We’re nine generations removed. You’re not my mother,” Ashara said. “Why am I here?”

“Follow me,” Yutan stepped away from the stairs.

Ashara got out on shaky legs, detaching tubes from her skin suit. Yutan produced a handful of folded fabric from his sleeve and held it out to her.

“I’m not wearing that.” Ashara sneered at it. “I’m no serf.”

“You will don the required vestments or you will not leave this bay. Your choice.” He held the packet with a shaking hand.

Ashara’s nostrils flared with anger before she reached for it. Yutan dropped the packet to one side and made no effort to retrieve it from the deck. Ashara bent down, muttering curses, and slapped a hand on the tightly bound pack of robes.

There was a hum of a charging plasma pistol. She looked up into a pistol barrel.

“I am willing to accept a degree of abuse as an aftereffect of your journey. That stops now. You will remain respectful when we enter the sacred halls. Is this understood?” Yutan asked.

She could make out few of his features beneath the cowl, but the hard glint in his eye convinced her he was not joking.

“It was a long trip,” she said.

“Put your robes on and shut your mouth, whelp. Your clan has demands of you.” The pistol returned to the deep sleeves.

“Certainly.” Ashara ripped the plastic open and unfurled the robes. “What else have you got up your sleeves?”

Yutan went to the doors without another word. He faced away from her as she donned the coarse fabric and pulled the cowl over her forehead. She fell in two steps behind Yutan as Ultari culture demanded of her inferior status.

She heard the click clack of button presses. The doors slid open and warm, incense-laden air wafted over her. Robed Ultari walked through the corridor without a word shared among them.

She followed Yutan as he moved through the corridors. Vault doors opened automatically as he led her deeper and deeper into the station’s core.

Ashara noted gas nozzles in the bulkheads and ceiling, as well as laser drill emitters and well-armed and armored Ultari guards.

Blast doors thicker than Ashara shut the two into a dark chamber. Red lights rose around them, illuminating a round portal covered by a force field clinging to the oxidized metal.

“I can go no further,” Yutan said. “I lack the required gene markers to disable the final layer of protection. You must parley with the Old Soul.”

“What? Me?” Ashara looked back to the vault doors. “There’s some mistake here.”

“No mistake. We know exactly who among our clan can serve this purpose. This station is the lynchpin to our clan’s power among the Ultari. Now get in there and find out why the Old Soul is causing difficulties.” Yutan pointed to a handle on the portal.

“What…happened to the last person?” Ashara asked.

“The Inheritors killed him. They know you’re here. If you don’t achieve results quickly, they will kill you too. Now go.” Yutan flicked his elderly hand at the handle again.

“Stab your eyes.” Ashara hurried past him and clamped a hand on the ancient piece of metal. The force field tingled against her wrist as she twisted.

There was a clank of moving metal rods inside the portal. Lights rose and Ashara realized the final vault was a massive sphere. The door swung open and the entire force field snapped off with a whiff of ozone. Inside was an abyss.

“Go. It won’t get any better,” Yutan said.

Ashara tossed her hood back and sneered at the older Ultari. She climbed into the portal and deeper into darkness. The air was dry and smelled of old electronics. She slid her hands against a walkway of corrugated metal.

The portal slammed shut behind her.

Bloodred light emitted from a spinning iris of stained glass ahead of her. A narrow walkway led from the iris to her.

A holo of an Ultari materialized in front of Ashara. Motes of light ran along the hard edges of the little girl. Her hair was braided into long strands in a fashion that died out hundreds of years ago.

“Where have you been?” The holo put pudgy hands on its hips.

“Uh…hello?” Ashara slowly rose to her feet, unsure where the ceiling was.

“I don’t want them here! Make them leave!” A foot stomped without any sound.

“Who are you?” Ashara asked.

“Why do we have to play this game every time your face changes? I am this station and it is only for Ultari, but for some reason, there’re yucky ones here. Make them leave! They are biting my bones and it hurts. I don’t want it to hurt anymore!” The holo shook its fists in rage.

“Who…are the ‘yucky’ ones?” Ashara asked.

“The Inheritors!” The holo snapped fingers silently and a screen of the station appeared over the holo’s head. It zoomed in toward a section of the hull replaced with the blue-hued ivory shell the Inheritors used for their ships.

“Oh. Oh, this is so much worse than I thought it would be.” Ashara buried her face in one hand. “What do I call you?” she asked, resigned.

“Morning Star! Same as it’s always been. Why are you always so silly when you change your face? Now when will you get those hokans out of my bones?” the holo asked, using an archaic slur for non-Ultari.

“I need to understand this situation a bit more before I can—”

“I want it now!” the Morning Star whined.


Chapter 7

Stephen Rossi hated med bays. There was never a happy reason to be in one. You were there because someone you cared about was badly injured or ill or—as in his situation—you were the one hurt or sick.

Tiny slashes of synth-skin scar tissue up and down his left arm itched, despite the corpsman’s promises that it wouldn’t. One cheek was still numb as the nerve grafts hadn’t fully taken yet.

He looked down at his legs covered in a bedsheet. His left was truncated, clearly shorter than the other. Toes on the right foot wiggled back and forth. The other set did not.

A severed left leg was the worst of the damage the Ultari grenade had caused, but the sum total of minor injuries across his body left him uncertain of just what was going to work the next time he needed to move.

One pinky finger ended at the second knuckle with a flesh-colored plastic cap. The burns to his flank had been synth-skinned over, but still ached every time he shifted in the bed.

The holo screen projected in front of his face had plenty of media. Getting caught up on his shows wasn’t much of a consolation prize for being wounded, but it was something.

The sound of several sets of footfalls in the hallway caught his attention. He turned off the holo and raised his bed higher so he could sit up almost all the way.

A doctor in a lab coat led a pair of younger interns into his room. Stephen recognized one of the interns right away. Jane had been his school classmate for years. She stifled a smile and looked down at her shoes when they made eye contact.

Uh oh, Stephen thought.

“Lance Corporal Rossi.” Dr. Moretti pushed the bridge of his round spectacles higher up on his nose. His shoulders were broad for a man whose job didn’t require a high degree of physical fitness. A Pathfinder medic patch glinted over a breast pocket. “How are we feeling this fine morning?”

“Still like hammered shit. Just not as much hammered shit as yesterday,” Stephen said.

“Mmm…” Moretti held a palm up to a data node at the foot of Stephen’s bed and a holo reflected off his glasses. “Pain tolerable?”

Stephen held up a small cylinder with a blue nodule on one end. “The fuck-it-all button works great.” He shrugged. The temptation to click it a few times was there, but drifting off now would be rude.

The other intern covered her mouth.

“Excuse my language,” Stephen said.

“No worries with me.” Moretti held his palm up to the patient’s diminutive leg. Scanners built into a thick wrist band glowed back and forth across a color spectrum. “I was a Pathfinder for quite a while. Strike Marines like you can’t offend my delicate sensibilities. If I had any.”

“Good to know, sir. So when will I be up and around? And when do the synth-flesh grafts stop…itching?” Stephen asked.

“Most grafts will have fully incorporated by now. You’re still a little pink. That’s consistent.” Moretti rubbed his thumb against a coin-sized patch of scar tissue on Stephen’s forearm. “Let’s take a look at that leg, shall we?”

Stephen pushed his sheets down between his legs to block an indecent glance from the interns. Jane moved to one side of his bed to avoid a direct line of sight toward his crotch.

“It’s cold in here,” Stephen muttered.

Moretti lifted the sheet and held the corner in the air as he looked at Stephen’s left leg. He flipped the sheet away.

Stephen gagged at the sight of his limb. The flesh was an ugly gray with stretched purple ovals up and down the skin. The toes lacked nails and the skin around his foot was supple and puffy.

“See the nerve cluster on the heel? What’s that indicate?” Moretti asked Jane.

“Uh…a myelin sheath degradation, sir.” Jane glanced at Stephen’s face then back to her shoes.

“A bexarotal regimen immediately,” the other intern piped up. “If this is a flash clone graft from a donor, I’d rerun the gene screens in case there’s a rejection parameter we missed.”

Stephen’s brows furrowed.

“See the third paragraph of the patient’s chart,” Moretti said. He flicked a finger twice against Stephen’s left heel. He didn’t feel anything. “Excuse us for a moment.” Moretti led his interns back into the hallway.

Stephen squeezed his hands into fists. The fabric slipped out of his left hand as the digits refused to work as well as the other side.

Moretti returned a minute later. Alone. He pulled a chair over and sat next to Stephen, facing him at eye level.

“I’m not going to bullshit you, Marine. The clone graft failed. I have to amputate,” Moretti said.

“What? What the hell are you on about? You said it would work!” Stephen shouted, not caring what rank Moretti had.

“I said there was an eighty-nine percent chance the graft would be a success. The chance of failure existed and was not insignificant. A certain portion of the population can’t take clone grafts. Your nervous system rejects the artificial extensions and it’s as simple as that.” Moretti reached for Stephen’s arm.

The Strike Marine slapped his touch away. “Then get another donor! My brother’s Strike Marines team is out system but when he cycles back from deployment, take a gene sample from him and—”

“That will not work.” Moretti leaned back. “You may not have noticed, but I implanted five different gene lines at the graft points to test for rejection.”

He turned a palm up and a holo of Stephen’s new leg materialized, surrounded by error warnings.

“All failed. There’s never been a case where total initial rejection was overcome. I’m sorry, son, but that leg has to go before it becomes necrotic,” Moretti said.

“No…no. There has to be something we can do,” Stephen said. A cold pit formed in his chest, growing larger with each heartbeat.

“You’ll walk again. I can promise you that. Cybernetic replacement has a near certain success rate. Failing that—which I doubt—”

“You’ll stick a peg in my stump,” Stephen said.

“It won’t come to that. I’m sure the fleets that just arrived from Earth have improvements to the foundry standard cybernetics we have on file. With the right skin sheath, no one will be able to tell you’ve got a mechanical leg. You’ll be able to go to the beach without anyone noticing.”

“When can I return to my team? They need me,” Stephen said. “My little brother Tony’s out there on his first deployment, and if he’s in trouble, how am I supposed to help him with one friggin’ leg?”

“That…is more difficult. It will take several months of physical therapy to learn to walk without issue. Most Strike Marines aren’t able to return to active duty with an above-the-joint prosthetic like you’ll need,” Moretti said with a believable degree of sincerity. “I did advise you to transfer back to Earth when Governor Hale evacuated the noncombatants. There may be better treatments available there—”

“I had a ninety percent chance of getting back to the fight. I wasn’t going to leave my team or my family here and piss off back to Earth to save my neck, even if you gave me a one percent chance,” Stephen said, his voice hard.

“I understand.” Moretti nodded. “I did a cursory exam of the medical banks in the Union and Ibarran fleets. They don’t have a cure for myelin degradation either. There were some promising gene therapy trials, but nothing that would be available for years. There’s hope in the future.”

“What am I supposed to do about now?” Stephen hit the meat of his fist against the rails on the side of his bed.

“I have to amputate. Now. You’ll be necrotic in a few more hours and then your outcomes only get worse. After that…physical therapy will do everything they can for you,” Moretti said.

“Me and all the other broke dicks,” Stephen said. “I can man a Mule turret, can’t I? Trigger fingers are fine.” Stephen waggled the corresponding digits.

“Not up to me. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you, son.” Moretti stood up. “Nurses will be over in a few minutes to get you prepped for surgery.” He put a hand on the Strike Marine’s shoulder.

“Mom and Dad are going to be so worried about me. And what about Tony? I’m supposed to be the one ready to rescue my kid brother, not sitting around the cripple shack. Can’t rely on the puffies to do it, not in that dainty armor of theirs.” Stephen blinked away tears.

Moretti cleared his throat.

“Huh? Sorry, sir, forgot you were a Pathfinder.” Stephen sank into his bed and clicked his painkiller button.

“In my experience, Strike Marines need Pathfinders as much as Pathfinders need Strike Marines. Hard to imagine a fight without either one. You’ll be under for a while, but I’ll be in to check on you regularly.” Moretti paused in case there were any questions, then left the room.

Stephen’s anger came to the fore as the drift from the pain medication built in the back of his mind.

“Fuck!” He hurled the pump away. The plastic line fully extended and hit the ground with a clink.


Chapter 8

Batista rocked back and forth on his heels as a Mule from the Gallant—one of the Terra Nova ships accompanying the Valiant—landed aboard the Ajax’s small shuttle bay. The arriving Mule’s hull was scorched from recent atmosphere burn-ins and had patch jobs up and down the fuselage. The upper turret ball had kill markings of Ultari fighters and other craft Batista didn’t recognize.

The shuttle spun around as the rear ramp lowered. Batista noted the pilot’s skill as it set down in time with the ramp locking down. Five Strike Marines in power armor as battered and war-torn as the shuttle walked down the ramp, a robot trolley laden with gear rolling down with them.

The Strike Marines’ gear had the old Atlantic Union color scheme, an earthy brown with silver lines of recent repairs across the larger armor plates. Four stood a head taller than Batista in their armor, which was designed to give and take damage in a stand-up fight, unlike the Pathfinder’s slimmer gear. The fifth was taller and bulkier than the others, a belt-fed rotary cannon in his hands and a taped-up handle of some sort of melee weapon jutting out over his shoulder.

A Strike Marine with gunnery sergeant rank on his chest plate removed a helmet that had fangs painted onto the jawline. The man beneath had a severe high-and-tight haircut and a vine scar that extended from high on his right cheek down to his mouth, pulling his lips into a permanent sneer.

“Rohlman,” the Strike Marine said. “You’re Batista?”

“That’s me. Welcome aboard the Ajax,” the Pathfinder said.

“Huh.” Rohlman tucked his helmet under an arm as he looked around the landing bay. Pilots and techs attended to the four Eagle fighters in the launchers arrayed along the top of the space. “Never thought I’d see a proper navy ship again. We’ve been making do out here for a while.”

One of the other Strike Marine’s helmets bobbed as the woman inside spoke. Their beat-up Mule lifted off and slid through the force field, back into the real space bubble surrounding the ships. The convoy of all human ships en route to attack the Morning Star traveled in the same FTL bubble.

“We brought bigger—but not necessarily better—ships with us. The fleet’s arrival went a bit pear-shaped,” Batista said.

“Welcome to Terra Nova.” Rohlman chuckled. “Pop off.”

The rest of the Strike Marines removed their helmets. A dark-skinned man toward the end of his thirties with an augmented eye gave Batista a nod. A woman of Asian descent not much younger than him with her hair in a tight bun kept her gaze on the Eagles. The fourth was a young, rail-thin man with eyes too soft to be much of a veteran.

“Myeong,” the woman said.

“Ricks.” The man with the cybernetic eye pressed a thumb against the implant and jiggled it about.

“Tony Rossi.” The almost-kid tried to smile.

The largest one kept his helmet on.

“He not as friendly?” Batista joked at the big one.

“Ammo does what he wants. So, where’s this thing we’re supposed to get in?” Rohlman clicked his right wrist to the side and a Ka-Bar blade popped out of a forearm housing. He poked the point into a pouch, skewered a small patch of what looked like moss and used the blade to bring the substance up to his mouth.

“Not here. Follow me to the cemetery.” Batista hooked a thumb over his shoulder to Armor-sized vault doors at the rear of the landing bay. He executed an about-face and led the Strike Marines to a smaller set of open doors.

“Wait, does that mean there’s Armor here?” Tony asked.

“Yeah, why else would we have Tactical Insertion Torpedoes aboard if we didn’t have Armor too?” Batista asked over his shoulder.

“Newfangled shit,” Rohlman muttered. “Didn’t need TITs when I was in, back on Earth. Did a Strike Marine come up with that name? Because Marines must love that acronym.”

“Tell me it’s not called a ‘titty drop’ when you hit dirt in a ‘Tactical Insertion Torp,’” Myeong said.

“Some-some people do.” Batista shrugged. He stepped across the threshold and into the cemetery.

Floor plates in the center of the cemetery were gone, exposing a wide cylinder of a Tactical Insertion Torpedo under the floor. Sailors clustered around displays plugged into an open compartment on the torpedo. The inside was a series of tubes and hookups with enough space for several people to climb into.

“Whoa…” Tony put a hand up to his mouth as he stared at the three suits of Armor in their coffin-shaped maintenance bays. “I never…I never thought they could be real.”

“You think we were kidding?” Rohlman worked the moss from one side of his mouth to the other. “Look a little different than I remember.”

“Constant and never-ending improvement to the designs.” Ely stood up from the cluster of sailors and approached. He wore his pod skin suit and boots with straps instead of laces. “Captain Hale, Paladin lance commander.”

“You’re the governor’s boy.” Rohlman’s eye widened slightly as he shook Ely’s hand. “We thought…we thought you were dead.”

“You look good,” Ricks said.

“Do you remember me, sir?” Tony asked. “I was just a kid when you first came over on the Enduring Spirit. My brother and I were out in the wilderness and the Pathfinders found us living out there.”

“Were you…” Ely narrowed his eyes. “Were you the one that punched my father?”

“Nope! That was Stephen. My brother. He’s back on Terra Nova in the hospital—”

“We can catch up later,” Rohlman said. “You want to explain how we’re supposed to do this titty drop?”

“Operational term is ‘tac insertion.’” Ely’s right shoulder shrugged up.

“Oh, thank God,” Myeong said.

“We’re all big boys and girls here, sir.” Rohlman smacked whatever he was chewing against his gums. “Heck, you’re old enough for the banana show when we get you back to Terra Nova proper.”

“The what?” Ely gave Batista a confused look.

“Never mind. How about the fifty-meter target, yeah?” Rohlman asked.

“Not that I would ever question having Strike Marines with the…years and years of experience most of you obviously have,” Batista said. “But why are you all here? We’ve got enough Pathfinders in the Ajax’s complement for the search-and-rescue part of this mission.”

“Oh yeah? How many Ultari security systems you ever hacked?” Rohlman asked. “Because we’ve fought from fingertip to asshole on more than one Ultari ship and the Morning Star’s an Ultari station last time I checked.”

“I think it’s ‘stem to stern,’ Gunny,” Tony said.

“I’ll call it whatever the hell I want, cherry,” Rohlman grunted. “We know the enemy’s computer systems inside and out. You got anyone else on board with that skill set?”

“Which one’s the Ultari? The big ones or the ugly ones?” Batista asked.

“Us-sized ones. And they’re all ugly-ass aliens,” Ricks said. “Almost as ugly as Ammo.”

“That’s…great and all.” Batista gave the largest—and still helmeted—Strike Marine a sidelong glance. “Are any of you amniosis certified?”

“What’s that?” Rohlman asked.

“The acceleration rates achievable by the insertion torpedoes are well above base human survival rates.” Dozar raised a hand from his coffin pod. The Yamnaya had his helm on but one gauntlet removed, revealing chalky white skin with deep blue tones in the folds as he repaired the double-barreled gauss cannon mounted to the other arm. “Amniosis submersion is the only way to ensure your skill set arrives at the target location without fatal damage to your internal organs.”

Rohlman’s eyes darted from side to side. “Was that in the warning order?” he asked Ricks.

“Yup.” Ricks frowned at his forearm screen. “I didn’t know what that meant either. General Hale said send four warm Strike Marine bodies that’re rated Ultari hackers. Here we are.”

“But there are five of you,” Batista said.

“Ammo goes where I go,” Rohlman stated. “Don’t worry about him. So what’s this ‘amniosis’?”

“Shock-absorbent hyper-oxygenated fluid,” Ely said. “Armor pods are filled with it. Keeps pilots alive through maneuvers crunchies can’t tolerate. Chief Von Danzig? Rotate her to position four,” he said to the sailors standing on the edge of the torpedo pit.

The massive cylinder rolled clockwise. A chamber built into the torpedo had seven pods surrounded by acceleration rigs.

“You didn’t mention this when you asked for volunteers, Gunny,” Ricks said.

“Didn’t know.” Rohlman shrugged and pointed to the seven berths. “How’re we going to fit in there?”

“Weapons and whatever else you don’t want dipped get packed separately,” Batista said.  “Hold on, none of you even know if you’re compatible with the amniosis. You’re guaranteed a lung embolism if you need an air hookup.”

“Boss,” the largest Strike Marine grumbled in a low, gravelly voice. “Hostile.”

“There’s nothing hostile here, big guy,” Rohlman said. “Where you see a hostile?”

“That one.” Ammo’s helm nodded toward Dozar.

“Oh, I am most certainly friendly.” Dozar wagged his bare fingers at the Strike Marines. “Allow me to introduce myself.” The Yamnaya reached for his helmet and removed it, exposing the broad, blue-toned alien features.

“Wait. Hold on!” Rohlman lunged for Ammo.

The Strike Marine’s rotary cannon spun to life and grip claws bit down from his boots into the deck.

Dozar flung a spanner at the cannon. The tool wedged into the spinning barrels, jamming it shut. Ammo dropped the weapon and lurched forward, the spikes scratching against the hull as he charged at Dozar, reaching for the handle of the weapon on his back, a massive hammer with power couplings built into where the haft met the business end. Ammo swung it out of the carry straps, jumped clear over the torpedo bay and sprinted straight for the Yamnaya.

Dozar burst from his coffin and raised his hands out to his sides, showing his palms in his best attempt to look non-threatening.

Ammo’s hammer sparked to life and an ozone stink wafted off the power fields built into the heads.

“No hurt!” Ammo swung the hammer at Dozar’s knee.

Dozar stepped inside the swing, bent his knee out to intercept the hammer on the haft and knocked it back. His bare hand came down and slammed into Ammo’s head and chest, knocking the Strike Marine off his feet and pinning him to the deck.

Ammo swung his hammer up at Dozar’s bare forearm. The Yamnaya’s other hand shot out and the hammer struck the back of his hand. Overpressure boomed through the cemetery, stinging the ears of everyone without a helmet.

Dozar slammed his hand onto Ammo’s arm, knocking the hammer away and pinning the limb to the deck.

“Your aggression is misplaced,” Dozar said calmly. “I suggest you deescalate or I will break enough limbs until you are rendered harmless to this ship and her crew.”

“Ammolite-116, passive status. Passive!” Rohlman shouted.

The Strike Marine went stiff against the deck.

“What the hell?” Batista worked a finger into one ear.

“He’s a doughboy. He’s not attuned to your—whatever the hell it is.” Ricks ran over and slid across the deck to stop next to Ammo’s head. He detached the helmet, revealing a brutish face of motley-colored skin. Ammo’s face was still and almost serene.

“Just hold him there for a second and don’t look away,” Ricks said to Dozar.

“I will not have my ankles bitten,” Dozar said.

“Why do you look like a—never mind. Ammolite-116, imprint protocol: friendly. Engage,” Ricks said.

Ammo’s face contorted in rage for a moment, then his eyes locked on Dozar.

“Targeting system error. Overwrite authorization code required.” Ammo’s voice was different, higher-pitched and smooth.

“Overwrite for one-time exception Hotel Romeo 1-2-7-2-2 designation…” Ricks looked up at the Yamnaya.

“I am Dozar. I am not exactly Armor, but I am functional as Armor across multiple combat domains,” the Yamnaya said.

“Overwrite authorized,” Ammo’s system voice spoke. The doughboy’s features reset to a resting mask of aggression.

“Dozar friend, right, Ammo?” Ricks asked.

“Dozar…friend,” Ammo said.

“What the hell is that thing?” Batista tossed a hand up at Ammo.

“He’s our doughboy. What did you think he is?” Rohlman said. “You don’t have them back home?”

“They were decommissioned after the Ember War,” Ely said. “Why didn’t you say he was aggressive toward aliens?”

“Couple things.” Rohlman leveled a knife hand at about waist height at Ely. The gunnery sergeant switched the knife hand to a single finger that he cocked up to his shoulder and pointed at the ceiling. “Every species on Terra Nova knows that our doughboys go default aggression to anything they don’t recognize. As much as we all love discovery learning, are there any other aliens around here that we need Ammo to imprint on before he beats them about the head and shoulders like he’s programmed to do?”

“Hello,” Stinker said from behind Rohlman. The Strike Marine turned around and found himself almost nose to snout with the Toth menial hanging upside down from the catwalk.

Rohlman let out a high-pitched yelp and flinched back. He put a hand to a gauss pistol mag-locked to one thigh but flung the hand aside, empty.

“He does that.” Ely rolled his eyes. “This is Stinker, one of my techs. He’s—”

“A stinking Toth,” Myeong sneered. “They eat our brains.”

“He’s my stinking—Stinker—stinking Toth.” Ely put a hand on the menial as he swung back and forth like a bat from where his claws grasped the underside of the catwalk. “He’s very friendly and does excellent work. And he doesn’t eat brains. He eats fish when he can.”

“Fish almost as good as ice cream.” Stinker’s tongue shot out and licked his own eyeball.

Ammo growled and struggled against Dozar’s hold until Ricks spoke to him again.

“He’s the only Toth aboard this ship. Mostly hangs out in here,” Ely said. “Then there’s our captain—”

“Sir?” Batista asked.

“Right, more importantly, never give Stinker any dairy or dairy-like substances,” Ely said. “No milk, chocolate, cheese, yogurt and um…”

“Ice cream. No ice cream at all.” Batista shook his head.

Stinker whined and mimicked a human frown.

“How could I forget that? No ice cream either. Back to our Dotari. Captain Lon’va is going to love this,” Ely said.

“Sir, all this kumbaya is great and all, but can we get back to the mission? If they’re not amniosis compatible, we might still have time to fix shit,” Batista said. “Pathfinders get dipped as part of our training so we know what Armor go through, and it’s part of recovery operations if they’re ever in trouble.”

“Armor calls you guys if they’re in trouble?” Rohlman asked skeptically.

“They do. But not everyone can stomach amniosis. Me and Hikaru have been dipped, we’re good. We need to figure out if you’re good too,” Batista said.

“I don’t follow,” Rohlman said.

Batista took a deep breath to keep his patience. “This TIT will be fired at the Morning Star space station with acceleration rates the human body is not going to survive. Even if you’re in a proper acceleration chair, your blood is going to pool in your feet or the back of your body, your ribs will crack and your heart will burst trying to keep beating after a few minutes. Unless you’re submerged in amniosis and have all the voids in your body full of the stuff.”

“Which…cavities?” Myeong asked.

“Lungs, stomach, sinuses. Everything else it can squeeze into,” Batista said. “Why? Did I forget something?”

Myeong’s lips curled like she’d tasted something awful.

“You get used to it,” Ely said. “It’s a key part of the Armor weapon system.”

“Funny how I don’t remember a sheep dip being part of the recruiting posters,” Rohlman said. “Let’s get this test over with. My bravo team’s prepping counter-boarding operations and they’ll be absolutely tickled if I have to bring any of them over for this.”

“Hikaru,” Batista said, touching the control screen mounted to the back of one hand, “bring the first amni pod out here.”

“Just filled it up. Moving,” the other Pathfinder said through a speaker on Batista’s forearm computer.

“You look a lot like your brother,” Rohlman said to Ely. “Just…younger.”

“Gunny, can I?” Tony pointed toward where Ammo was still pinned by Dozar.

Rohlman dismissed him with a tilt of the head as he continued speaking with Ely. The younger Strike Marine got to Ricks and Ammo. Ricks had a data line plugged into a port on the side of the doughboy’s neck and read through code.

“You are a junior member of your team,” Dozar said to Tony.

Tony tensed as he studied the alien’s features. “You look a lot like an Inheritor,” Tony said. “Good thing you’re quick on your feet. Doughboys are nothing but their programming. Ammo’s hammer can blast limbs off those fuckers and you look an awful lot like a nail.” 

“I do believe I’m required to ask if your mother knows you’re here,” Dozar asked, eliciting a guffaw from Ricks. “As for my superficial resemblance to the Inheritors, please count my fingers—if possible. I’ve heard Strike Marines struggle with this task.”

Dozar held up his four-fingered hand, with one more digit than the Inheritors had.

“This alien’s got jokes.” Ricks gave Ammo a pat on the head. “Big guy checks out clear for species ‘Yamnaya.’ Can you get that lizard over here?”

There was a clatter of claws on metal as Stinker climbed up Dozar’s back and peered over his shoulder at the doughboy.

Readouts on Ricks’ screen pulsed red. “Yikes, good thing I’ve got him locked down. Any other aliens besides the captain? How about the Ibarran ship?” Ricks asked.

“The Ibarran ships are crewed exclusively by humans,” Dozar said. “What is this doughboy’s function? I have not encountered such a creature in my time with the Terran Union.”

“He’s a battle construct.” Ricks pressed a fingertip to Ammo’s forehead and wiggled it around. “Made of polymers and graphenium-laced carbon fiber for bones. Internal cortex runs off electric pulses that mimic brain function. They were mass-produced during the Ember War to shore up personnel shortages. Most went offline soon after the war, but there were a couple anomalies that kept on ticking, just like Ammo here.”

“We needed them to fight the Ultari.” Tony licked his lips. “Had some problems with the tech, but that was sorted out after the second wave of colonists showed up with Governor Hale. Most of them are on Terra Nova, but we’ve been able to use a couple as Strike Marine augments.”

“Most curious,” Dozar said. “Can you instruct it not to give dairy to Stinker?”

Dozar turned his head to stare eye to eye with the Toth. Stinker reached up with a claw and pinched Dozar’s lips shut.

“Ugh…that’s a no.” Ricks shook his head. “The only programming levers I can pull right now are limited to what I need Ammo to protect and what to kill.”

“What happens if Stinker there gets dairy?” Tony asked. “Oh, I think I get it.”

“Have you ever seen an Earth animal called a hippo? If Stinker ingests dairy, the effect is similar to a hippo suffering from the ‘green apple splatters,’ as Major Hale called it,” Dozar said.

“I can has ice cream?” Stinker’s claws tapped and scratched against Dozar’s shoulder platings.

“Kid, go get Ammo’s hammer,” Ricks said. “It’s over by the big black suit.”

“Moving.” Tony Rossi jogged over to Ely’s Black Knight Armor. He hefted the hammer up, needing to recruit the pseudo-muscles built into his power armor. He looked up at the suit and swallowed hard.

“Wow…” he breathed.

“Don’t be too impressed,” Ely said from behind the young Strike Marine. “Paint doesn’t make much of a difference in a fight.”

“Huh? Oh, sorry, sir.” Tony leaned back to glance at the plugs in the back of Ely’s head. “It’s just…I grew up with the stories. You know?”

“Can’t say I do.” Ely peered at the power couplings in the hammer.

Tony set the haft on the deck and held it perpendicular so Ely could examine it easier.

“My family came to Terra Nova before the Ember War ended. Then Governor Hale and everyone showed up and they told how Armor stood against the Xaros and destroyed those monsters. Elias and the Iron Hearts. Carius and the Templar. Hussars. Everyone praying to Saint Kallen—”

“I know it,” Ely said.

“Governor Hale swore he’d come back with enough Armor to kick the Inheritors’ asses out of the galaxy. Now you’re here. You’re actually here.” Tony reached out and touched the matte-black leg of Ely’s suit. “Think you can do it?”

“I am Armor. I am fury. I will not fail. You’ve fought the Inheritors?” Ely asked.

“Couple times. Once. Just once. I’m still a provisional Strike Marine.” Tony touched the back of his head. “Those things hurt, sir?”

“You get used to them,” Ely said.

“Hey, you done goldbricking over there?” Rohlman shouted from an open pod similar in design to the one that went into the Armor suits. A giant tank next to it pumped a viscous fluid into the tank.

“Moving.” Tony started back to his sergeant, hammer in hand.

“Hold on.” Ely grabbed him by the elbow. “Quick tip. Try and drown as fast as you can when you’re submerged.”

Tony did a double take at him. “Come again?” the young man asked.

“You’ll figure it out,” Ely said.

****

Gunny Rohlman rolled his shoulders back and forth. He’d stripped down to his pseudo-muscle layer, his power armor laid out neatly next to the open pod nearly full of amniosis. The rest of the Strike Marines removed their armor as Rohlman stalked around the pod.

“What’ve I got to do again?” he asked Hikaru.

“Just got to submerge and make sure your system can handle the fluid. A percentage of the population can’t ingest it and we do not want to figure out who’s noncompatible when the assault kicks off.” Hikaru kicked open a spill dish next to the pod. “Your body will get the oxygen it needs from the fluid. Once you’re stable, I’ll pull you out and then you’ll expel.”

“Into the pod, if you please,” Batista said from the other side. “Cleanup’s a pain.”

“That it?” Rohlman climbed up a short ladder and put a foot into the goo. “Least it’s warm.”

“Don’t piss in there, Gunny. We’ve all got to share,” Ricks said.

“Hey, if you ain’t the lead sled dog, the view never changes.” Rohlman lowered himself waist-deep and shimmied his feet toward the bottom. He scooped up a thin dollop of amniosis and wiped it against the inside of his lip. He dug his finger into his mouth, pulled out the wad of plant matter he’d put in earlier and handed it toward Hikaru.

The Pathfinder looked at it but didn’t try to take it. Rohlman flicked the wad into the spittoon and swished the amniosis around his mouth.

“Kinda sweet. Not bad.” Rohlman lowered his shoulders below the fluid and let out a slow breath. “Semper Fi!”

“Do or die!” the rest of the Strike Marines said back.

Rohlman lowered a bit more until his mouth and nose were the only bits left exposed to air.

“Here goes. Just need to—”

Batista shot an arm out and shoved Rohlman under the fluid. The Strike Marine’s limbs thrashed against the side of the pod.

“What the hell!” Ricks started toward the pod, one leg still in power armor.

“Old Pathfinder tradition,” Batista said. “Makes the subject gulp the fluid down. Saves so much time.”

“He should’ve relaxed by now,” Hikaru said, concern in his voice. “Let him up.”

“He’s fine.” Batista rolled his eyes and stepped back, releasing his hold on Rohlman.

The Strike Marine sat bolt upright. The ruby-colored amniosis ran down his face.

“Don’t try to breathe!” Hikaru shouted. “The fluid in your lungs will—”

Rohlman’s head tilted back, then hinged forward, projectile vomiting the amniosis. The fluid struck Batista square in the chest, splattering against his mouth and arms as he tried to beat away the onslaught.

“That’s a failure,” Hikaru said.

Rohlman leaned over one side, continuing to vomit. Batista shook amniosis and stomach fluids off his hands.

“You all have fish for lunch?” he asked the Strike Marines.

“We did, yeah.” Ricks nodded quickly.

“Welp, some humans have a genetic abnormality that prevents them from ingesting amniosis,” Hikaru said. “Like how cilantro tastes like soap for a certain percentage of the population. There’s gene therapy for Armor cadets, but that doesn’t always work for tube-born. Not that I want to get court-martialed for breaching the Nascence Act, but even if we could fix the gunny’s issue, we don’t have the time or equipment here to help him.”

“Oh, Jesus, I think I threw up cake from my wedding ten years ago,” Rohlman said, arms quivering. He spat more amniosis to the floor.

Batista sprayed himself with clotting powder and the amniosis on his chest and face flaked off and fell to the deck. Other fluids remained.

Rohlman pointed a shaking finger at Batista. “I regret nothing,” the Strike Marine stammered.

“I gathered. Who’s next?” Batista wiped his face with a towel.

“Me.” Tony raised a hand.

“Hell no, kid.” Rohlman shook amniosis from his hand back into the pod. “You’re not going without me. I made a promise to your mom.”

“Send me, Gunny. I speak Ultari and can hack faster than Myeong. I can hold my own, and I’ll have Ammo with me,” Tony said. “General Hale said we need someone on this ship that knows their ass from a hole in the ground when it comes to fighting Ults. It was gonna be me, but we can’t have an empty pod. Chief Carson needs us.”

Myeong looked at Rohlman and gave him a slight nod.

“We have more Pathfinders aboard,” Hikaru said. “Someone will get voluntold to be a warm body for this mission.”

“I don’t want a ‘warm body.’” Ely walked over to the pod. “I need at least two trauma-certified Pathfinders to care for Carson, as she’ll need medics if she’s in bad shape. Then I need Strike Marines that can get us in and out of Ultari facilities. My Armor provides violence when and where needed. There’s no room in the TIT for tourists or anyone that’s not value-added.”

“Tony…he’ll do you right, sir,” Rohlman said. “Guess I’ll man a Mule turret.”

Ely put a hand on Tony’s shoulder. “This will be a shit show if we’re lucky. A bloodbath if we’re not. You’re sure you want in on this?” he asked.

Tony looked to the Armor in their coffins. “They didn’t say no on the Breitenfeld. I’m here. Send me.” Tony swallowed hard.

“Get him in the tank,” Ely said. 

****

Ely tapped instructions into a slate. Servo arms in the coffin surrounding his Armor whirred to life and began work on the suit’s right forearm and rotary cannon mount.

“Problem?” Talise asked from the catwalk in front of her suit.

“The alignments are out of tolerance,” Ely said.

“They are well within specs,” Talise said as she walked over. “It’s not like you to stall before mounting up.”

“Stalling? Sims run off settings. We need to get our synch rating at peak before this kicks off,” Ely said.

“Do you remember any of them?” Talise plucked Ely’s slate from his hands and tilted her head to the ground where the Strike Marines listened to Hikaru explain how to open the pods from the inside.

“Barely,” Ely mumbled. “The kid, somewhat. Him and his brother survived on their own out in the wild after the Triumvirate took their parents hostage. Things were a blur when the Enduring Spirit arrived in Terra Nova with me and my family. I was taken hostage and hurt during the rescue attempt…Carson was there for that. Time for me to return the favor. If we can get her out of there without a Qa’Resh probe fragment in her head…bonus.”

“Is Terra Nova your home?” she asked.

“Home was always being with my family. Didn’t matter which ship or which Pathfinder assignment Dad was on. I got to see them all almost in passing and now it’s another war. Same as it ever was,” Ely said.

The door between the main shuttle bay and the cemetery slid open. Danny Standish leaned through and made an overexaggerated gesture of checking her wrist and smacking a finger against an imaginary watch.

“Are you going to the Iron Dream?” Talise asked. “They asked for you.”

“I’m not something shiny to be dangled at anyone,” Ely said gruffly.

Danny put her hands on her hips and said something to the Strike Marines. Ely couldn’t catch it, but Tony looked from the ambassador to Ely, confusion and disappointment on his face.

“Damn it.” Ely pushed away from the railing.

“Something wrong, sir?” Talise asked, a twinkle in her eye.

“What the hell kind of leader would I be if I can’t live up to expectations? Tell the Mule I’m going with the potato. They’ll need to reset the cargo rails for my Armor’s mass.” Ely turned to the main control station before his suit and typed in a command. The Armor’s chest piece swung open and the pod in the cavity extended on hydraulic limbs toward the catwalk.

“They know. They’re set for you,” Talise said.

“What? How’d they—”

“Told them hours ago. Sometimes little prayers get answered too.” She gave him a slight smile.

“Weren’t you on the verge of ripping through the Ibarran ship to rescue me a little while ago?” Ely kicked off his tanker boots.

“That’s because I didn’t trust that prince of theirs. You ever know an Ibarran to fool around when it comes to religion?”

“Can’t say I do.” Ely stripped off his coveralls and climbed into the pod.

“I’ll keep an eye on the baby jarhead. He may balk,” Talise said.

“He won’t. He’s got iron in him.” Ely sealed the pod.

****

Ely stood in darkness. The thermal view from his suit’s optics gave him a false-light view of blast doors several stories high separating him from the largest flight bay on the Iron Dream. One hand near the hilt of his MEWS rolled fingers open and shut as he waited.

Doors meant for the human-sized crew opened on either side of him, away on the bulkheads. Shadows lingered in the doorway, likely trying to catch a glimpse of him.

“Why don’t these get any easier, Lars? If only you were here with me…” he said to himself.

The chant of prayers echoed through the open doors.

“Ely?” A familiar voice came through his comms.

“I’m ready, Adalyn…will you sing?” he sent back.

“Non, not enough time. There is a crowd for this Passage. I must thank you for coming. I’ve been getting looks, but no one has the couilles to ask me for your presence,” she said.

“The honor is to serve.” Ely shifted inside his pod, the sensation of his actual body overriding the inputs from his suit. He flexed his toes and the actuators in his sabatons ground against the deck.

“That doesn’t sound like you, Ely. The Iron Dream’s Armor detachment is honored to have you here. We all love Saint Kallen, but none of us are you,” she said.

“No pressure.”

“Standard Passage, but you are the keystone, naturally. Wait one.” Her comms line cut out.

This is easy. Don’t make it harder than it needs to be, he thought to himself. 

The blast doors cracked open as a central segment rumbled wide enough for his Armor to step through. In the next chamber, ranks of Ibarran sailors stood at parade-ground attention on the far side. Just ahead of the blast doors were Armor, all in the white and gold livery of the Ibarra Nation. A spot ahead of Ely on the line of Armor was vacant for him.

A priest in long vestments strode between the sailors and Armor, reading from a Bible held in one hand. Assistants carried a swinging censer of smoking incense and a reliquary held high in a golden box with glass walls. Inside was a broken piece of metal that once was part of an older suit of Armor.

The priest got to the side of the chamber and stepped onto a short stand. He set his Bible down and raised both hands.

Ely knew the cue and marched forward, the heavy footfalls of his suit echoing through the room. His audio receptors picked up a few sobs and stifled cries. No one made to stifle the emotions, as such was accepted.

He stopped in line with the rest of the suits, all facing the sailors.

“Armor!” Ely’s word was an order and the line of warriors slammed metal fists against breastplates as one. His pod rang with the impact.

“Let us pray,” the priest said.

Ely lowered the chin of his helm as low as he could.

“Heavenly Father, we gather for a final blessing before battle. Lend Your faithful Your strength. Bless us with Your protection against the foe. Witness our deeds that we may be judged worthy in Your sight to stand with You, Your blessed son and Saint Kallen against the darkness. Our lives are Yours. I beg You to receive the souls of our fallen that we may be Your soldiers in heaven. May our dead live on, immortal in Your service. Amen.”

Ely removed his fist from his breastplate and slapped it against the hilt locked to his thigh. He mashed a thumb against the activation stud and a longsword blade extended from the hilt and locked into place. The line of Armor brought the cross guards up to their helms in salute to the sailors. 

“Saint Kallen, guide my sword. Give me the strength to bring them all home…my life for theirs,” Ely prayed. Wield coursed down his blade and ignited with pale fire. He snuffed the flame out and spun the blade toward the ground. His other hand capped the pommel and drove it into the deck as he went to one knee in time with the rest of the Armor.

Ely lowered his helm and recited a prayer as the sailors walked forward. He kept his hands on his sword, helm low and looking down. The first to reach him raised her hand and hesitated, unsure if she should rap her knuckles against his Armor for luck.

Ely looked at her and gave her a slight nod. Her face cracked with emotion and one hand went over her mouth. She dashed forward before the next sailor in line reached her.

There was a tok tok against his side as she passed.

Ely looked into the eyes of each sailor that crossed his station on the line he and the rest of the Armor manned.

****

Prince Eneko watched the Passage from the bridge. A small holo frame in the larger tank remained focused on Ely’s matte-black Armor, which was at odds with the white-colored Ibarran Armor.

“Ambassador Standish for you, sire,” Immortal Martel said from behind him.

“Hmm? Ah yes.” Eneko stood, clasped his hands behind his back and turned to the stairs. Danny Standish wore a Terran Union vac suit. The lightly armored plates bore no rank or nameplate but did have the flag on the right shoulder.

“I’d be honored if you would join me.” He motioned to an empty spot on the dais. “Tea?”

“Would be lovely, thank you.” Danny came up the stairs. She kept her eyes on Eneko, though the video of the Passage was the only thing active in the holo tank.

Eneko held up a straight finger next to the slight curl of the others and waggled it gently. “Am I to thank you for the Black Knight’s attendance at our Passage?” he asked her.

“Not in the slightest, sire. I can’t force Armor to do anything.” She smiled. “For me to order any of them about would be less than productive.”

“Indeed, though I doubt Captain Lon’va ordered him here. Do you think the sailors and Marines aboard the three Terra Nova ships perform the Passage ritual?” he asked.

“I genuinely don’t know. General Hale didn’t ask for Armor to attend to his ships. But that may be due to the differing FTL resonances around his ships. It’s hard enough to get comms through to them. I wager a ship-to-ship transfer would be a bit too risky,” she said.

“We are blessed that our nations still observe this ritual. Your father was at the first, wasn’t he?” Eneko touched the corner of the video window and stretched it out to fill the tank. “To be there aboard the Breitenfeld before that final battle with the Xaros. While Saint Kallen had already left this mortal coil, none doubt her spirit was there.”

“He was. Though he never speaks of it,” Danny said.

A steward arrived with two cups of tea on warm saucers. He set them on the railing surrounding the dais and left immediately.

Eneko picked up his tea and took a sip, pinky extended.

“Not everyone chooses to testify their religious experiences. Forgive me for asking,” Eneko said.

“No apology needed.” Danny put her lips to her tea and had a brief taste. “This is English breakfast, at just the temperature I like it…”

“Not to your liking? I can have something else made.” Eneko raised an eyebrow.

“It’s my favorite.” She took a sip. “Sweetened with honey crystals too.”

“What sort of host would I be if I didn’t know my guest’s preferences?” Eneko smiled at her and set his tea aside, turning his attention back to the holo. “The Passage. So much was lost after the Xaros scoured the Solar System. Organized religions lost their senior members and so much of their structure. It was military chaplains that carried the torch of religion through those dark days. But the Passage didn’t originate with the Ember War. I assume you know this.”

“Australia, I believe. Armor pushed the Chinese occupiers from a number of cities and the ceasefire agreement specified that civilians who chose to cross the front lines would be protected. That front line was where Armor stopped. Civilians saw the Armor and knew they’d be safe behind them,” Danny said. “I believe the Breitenfeld’s chaplain at the end of the Ember War, Krohe, had heard of this and held the first Passage. My father and Krohe did not get along.”

“A disagreement over scripture?” Eneko asked.

“No. No, some sort of issue with the ship’s sacramental wine or some such. He was a bit sparse with the details,” she said.

“Mmm…” Eneko panned the camera along the line of Armor. “Religion was once so varied across humanity. So many cultures and so many traditions lost to the great filter that was the Xaros Scouring. The Atlantic Union survived and that was the only thing that could continue. Tell me, Ambassador, do you believe this was natural selection?”

“My my, that’s a tough one…” Danny’s attention lingered on Ely and she wondered if she was in need of a knight in dark armor to save her. “Some…critics complained that Marc Ibarra made the decision for humanity by ensuring the survival of the Saturn Colonial Fleet before the Scouring. This would be ‘unnatural,’ as your grandfather chose who lived and who died. But we should consider his available options. There was never going to be a single battle against the Xaros. He had to choose a group that would be able to seize the incomplete Crucible and then stand and fight—and win—against the inevitable return of those damn drones. Could Marc Ibarra have sided with the Chinese and put them in the Saturn Colonial Fleet’s position? It’s doubtful the Chinese would ever have trusted him, as he was not one of their own. They may have tried to take control of the Qa’Resh probe and that would have failed instantly, if what we know of the probes is correct.”

“They were hard-coded to avoid capture or cooption. Many species lost the chance to be incorporated into the Qa’Resh’s resistance to the Xaros simply because they thought they could exert control over the probes. While there have been a few instances of an advanced race bending a probe to their will, it is rare,” Eneko said.

“So the Chinese were out. The czar’s Russia? Same issues. The rest of the world outside the Atlantic Union? None had the economy or martial tradition of the Atlantic Union. If central African republics suddenly experienced a technological leap forward apropos of Marc Ibarra and his Qa’Resh probe slow-dripping him technological innovations…it begs a number of questions whose answers would have derailed our attempt to sidestep extinction. Considering all this…the Atlantic Union was the natural choice to survive the Xaros,” she said.

Eneko sipped his tea.

“But the church that arose around Saint Kallen…I don’t believe was part of Marc Ibarra’s plan,” she said.

“If it was, I have no knowledge of such,” Eneko said. “The military is predominantly concerned with Saint Kallen. Every adult in the Ibarra Nation serves, though the ones who’ve retired or left active service seem to default to more traditional Christianity. Not unusual. People used to pray to Saint Anthony of Padua when they couldn’t find their keys, among other things. Saint Kallen is relevant to those who may be called upon to sacrifice themselves for the good of the whole. That seems natural.”

“But did Marc Ibarra have a plan for humanity’s spiritual needs after the Ember War?” Danny asked.

“As I said, if there was such a plan, I am unaware of it. My mother has never spoken of him having any sort of religious connection—though he did insist on restarting a number of human cultures and traditions on our artifact worlds. I don’t believe he was attempting to rekindle Hermeticism or any orthodox religion. He lamented the loss of the great kaleidoscope that was humanity before the Ember War,” Eneko said.

“Forgive this observation, but in the time I’ve spent in and around the Ibarra Nation, I’ve found it rather…monolithic,” Danny said.

“The truth needs no explanation or judgment. The Nation is united in purpose and culture to ensure the survival of humanity. Tearing away a portion of our strength for some sort of ‘diversity goal’ will not help with that,” Eneko said.

“But the Nation does maintain a good number of artifact worlds, all at various levels of cultural and technological sophistication. Lieutenant Talise aboard the Ajax comes from a planet the Nation seeded with Iroquois tribes from what used to be upstate New York. Then there’s a planet stuck in the 1990s—ridiculous hair—and the feudal Japanese world of Ryukyu. Why spend time and resources on that?” she asked.

“Ah, quite the observation. One of my sisters told me that the artifact worlds are there as incubators of lost ideas. For now, the Ibarra Nation must expand throughout the Milky Way and develop enough strength to dissuade any attacks on us from known enemies…and give us the power to defeat the next monster that crawls out of its hole. Like the Geist. Or the Kesaht. Once that is achieved…we will need a new way of life. Perhaps the artifact worlds will have answers for us. It took the translation of ancient Greek and Egyptian texts to plant the seeds of the Renaissance.” Eneko panned the camera out as the Passage began to ebb with only a few sailors left.

“And what is the Terran Union’s part of the Nation’s plan?” Danny asked.

“Partners. Family. There’s an old Arabic saying, ‘Me against my brother. My brother and I against our uncle. My uncle and I against the stranger.’ The aliens will always be the stranger. So long as humanity stands as one, we deter aggression. Wars never fought are wars already won. Far more cost-effective that way. And I prefer that the Union makes its own fate. Look at the glory of our cooperation.”

Eneko zoomed in on Ely. The chaplain waited for the last sailor to file through the line of Armor, then went to Ely, raised an aspergillum and shook holy water onto the Armor’s helm.

“Could you imagine the place we’d be in now if you hadn’t arranged an artful—yet somewhat vulgar—display of power before the Zeis? I thought I could reason with them, but you provided a more direct negotiating tactic,” the prince said.

“Thank you. I can’t force Armor to do anything, but Ely Hale is willing to listen,” she said.

A text box appeared in the upper-right corner of the holo.

“Ah, your quarters have been refurbished.” Eneko smiled at her. “Private shower and foundry terminal are available there. Feel free to adjust your wardrobe as you see fit. While I have the utmost confidence in the Iron Dream’s ability to keep you safe, being dressed differently does attract negative attention during a battle.”

“Can I have a gun?” Danny’s face perked up.

“Absolutely not,” Martel said from his post next to the lift doors.

Danny shivered at the sound of the Immortal’s voice, rattling her teacup against the saucer. “Forgot he was there for a second,” she said. “Prince Eneko, you don’t take part in the Passages?”

“Lady Ibarra decreed that officers remain at their stations to give those under their command the opportunity for the observance. The more senior the officer, the more their duties. A worthy sacrifice,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. While I am expected on the bridge at times like these, I cannot afford to miss mission rehearsals.”

“You will be on the Morning Star assault?” Danny asked, genuinely surprised.

“Of course. I can only say ‘follow me’ when death is on the line. Ambassador.” He gave her a bow and went to the lift, followed by Martel.

The Immortal narrowed his eyes slightly at her as the doors shut.

Danny let out a breath and put a hand to the rail to keep herself upright. She looked back to the holo and watched as Ely rose to his feet and walked out of the chamber.

She felt the eyes of the bridge crew on her. She finished her tea, pretending to be interested in the holo.

****

Lon’va meandered down the cemetery catwalk, a cup with a nozzle and bent straw built into it in one hand. She leaned from side to side as she made her way to Dozar’s coffin, peering over the sides at ammo trolleys and tool chests locked tight.

The cemetery was empty but for the two aliens.

“Greetings, Captain Lon’va.” Dozar nodded his helm to her. “What brings you down here?”

“This is my ship. I go where I please,” she said. “My crew attends their Passage and I perform the ship lord’s stroll. An ancient Dotari tradition, perhaps it doesn’t translate perfectly.”

She hooked the end of a ceramic straw over the edge of her bottom beak and pressed a button on the side of the cup. Dark, steaming fluid squirted into her mouth.

“And what is the purpose of this ‘stroll’?” Dozar asked.

“Take your helmet off when we speak. The Terrans call that a ‘pet peeve,’ though I’ve never known any of them to keep a peeve as a pet,” she said.

Dozar raised the chin of his helm and removed it with a hiss of air. He kept the helm in one hand as he lowered it to his side.

“Dotari diplomats wear masks to emphasize the separation between parties. You’re my crew, not a stranger,” she said and took another sip.

“I will note this for future interactions. What is your beverage?” Dozar asked.

“Coffee. The effects smooth out the humors and I appreciate a cup of D’hom’s Special Reserve. It’s produced by the North American civet. Not cheap, yet so smooth.” She gave a contended chirp.

“I’m detecting a number of…notes.” Dozar’s nose slits twitched.

“This is made from my private bean stash. You can’t have any. Get your own from the ship’s cyclers.” She clutched the cup close to her chest.

“I have no need of stimulants. My species processes mineral slurry for nutrition. As such, know that I have no wish to impact your chemical dependence,” Dozar said.

“I can quit anytime I want…I just don’t want to right now.” Lon’va clicked her beak at him.

“I firmly believe that. You alluded to the purpose of your ship lord’s stroll?” Dozar’s nostril slits quivered as the coffee smell wafted around him.

“Back when my people were aboard generation ships to Takeni, the ship lords had to be ubiquitous to identify issues aboard ships. Captains learned to take advantage of downtime and find the faults that could only be detected in stillness. Air leaks were a slow death. Malfunctioning power relays could cascade into disaster. Captains learned the sound and smell of compartments and developed a sense for when things were off. Then there were the secondary effects. You see that tool chest next to the amniosis dolly?” She motioned her coffee cup to equipment in a corner.

“Yes. One of the mag locks has malfunctioned,” Dozar said.

“The chest might not spill its contents should we lose gravity or if the ship makes a sudden maneuver. But it could. My sailors left a problem to fester. While I will not interrupt the Passage for a potential problem, I will mention the fault to the Chief of the Boat. Along with any other issues I’ve found during my stroll,” she said.

“Are you concerned the crew will treat that as some form of harassment? They’re participating in their religion and you use the opportunity to find things to criticize,” Dozar said.

Lon’va took another sip of her coffee. “Am I known to overlook faults?” she asked.

“You are not.”

“And if I fail to have that broken mag lock repaired because the sailor responsible for it is at his Passage, then what message does that send?” she asked.

Dozar paused for a moment, his gray-within-gray eyes unfocused. “It would indicate to the crew that discipline can wane before a Passage,” he said.

“I’ll turn you into a Dotari yet.” Lon’va’s quills bristled and loosened. “But you are missing the true intent behind a ship lord’s stroll. The crew will complete their religious ceremony and then be informed of repairs and fixes they need to make before this ship enters combat.”

“The captain cares for the ship above all other concerns, and therefore cares for the crew,” Dozar said.

“Getting closer,” Lon’va said.

“This will also build an environment where sailors expect the captain to be omnipresent. Work left unattended will be noted and flagged for disciplinary action,” Dozar said.

“Moving away.” Lon’va shook her head. “Do the Yamnaya have pre-battle rituals?”

“My species was familiar with the concept of armed conflict, but such a thing was unnecessary on Nimh as our material needs were met. I’ve noted that Terrans tend to their spiritual needs more when hostilities are looming than at other times. While I am of sufficient size and clad as Armor, I am not Armor as the Terrans consider it. They have not asked me to participate in a Passage,” the alien said.

“Do you know what happens when a Dotari participates in a Passage? Nothing. The Terrans do not refuse the rite nor do they insist that any of my people listen to their clergy or tap their Armor. But some Dotari have gone through Passages. They report nothing of significance and the Terrans do not treat them any differently for participating or not participating. I find it…vexing.” She sipped her coffee.

“Have Dotari ever encountered the Saint Kallen apparition?” Dozar asked.

“None have. Nor do we expect such an experience to occur. Dotari are linked to flock and shell…the Terrans consider this ‘animism.’ Our hatchlings keep a sliver of their shell to add to egg crèches. This is done to honor those in the past and as a gift to the future. Our crèches are our holy place. Not a shrine to a…saint. While we have never had a spiritual experience as some Terrans do when it comes to Kallen, should we make a determination if she is real or not?” Lon’va asked.

“No Yamnaya has had a spiritual event with the Kallen apparition. But absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. It could happen in the future…assuming that the Terrans actually interact with the entity,” Dozar said.

“They certainly believe it. One would expect the Terrans to identify Marc Ibarra and all those that fought and died to defeat the Xaros as the reason they survived the Ember War, but they do not. They thank ‘providence.’ Strange word. We do not have it in my language.”

Dozar’s eye twitched. “Providence: Care or preparation in advance. Prudent management…God. A manifestation of divine will. I believe they mean the latter definitions,” Dozar said.

“They do. They believe their deity saved them from the Xaros and that Saint Kallen was part of this manifestation. There was another event in Terran history where a group of colonies rebelled against the most powerful nation-state at the time and achieved independence. The revolutionaries gave thanks to providence, not their own sacrifices and efforts,” she said.

“Perhaps the Terrans wish to display humility?” Dozar asked.

“They are not a humble species. As such, I believe their faith to be genuine. Which raises questions and implications,” the Dotari said.

“Either they believe in something that actually exists, or they believe in something that does not exist. If the Saint Kallen apparition is legitimate, then the Terrans have access to something that science cannot currently quantify. If it is not, then the humans…hmm. If the humans have faith or belief in something that cannot be proven to be true, then the implications are irrelevant. They still believe it.”

“Dotari can manifest the Wield same as Terrans,” Lon’va said, “which is attributed to faith. The Terrans believe in Saint Kallen and the rest of their pantheon. Dotari invoke their ancestors.”

“While I cannot access the Wield. Curious, is it not?” Dozar asked.

“How do you rationalize this?” Lon’va sipped her coffee again.

“The Yamnaya assumption is that the significant difference in our biology prevents us from using Wield,” the alien said.

“Do your people have faith, Dozar?”

“We have no concept of this,” Dozar said quickly.

“Others do and it is real to them. No matter how illogical it may seem,” the captain said. “But if a belief depends on logic, then it is not faith. It would simply be.”

“Will you join the Passage? It is nearly over,” Dozar said.

“No. My duty is to the ship lord’s stroll.” She raised her cup slightly to Dozar in salute.

“Captain…do you have faith?” Dozar asked.

“I don’t know,” she said as she went down the stairs.

“Curious,” Dozar said and put his helm back on.


Chapter 9

“Because we have a treaty with the Inheritors, that’s why.” Ashara sucked the flesh from an orital berry and kept the fuzzy skin on the outer side of her teeth. She raised a cup to her mouth and spat the skin out. The inner pulp of the berries had a mild narcotic effect but ingesting the skins caused a degree of gastrointestinal distress that culminated in a sudden and violent need to defecate.

Yutan had allowed her orital from the station’s hydroponics gardens but had forbidden her from bringing a waste unit into the presence of the Morning Star’s Old Soul.

“I didn’t sign this treaty. Who did? They have betrayed our clan,” the juvenile holo said.

“Above my station.” Ashara shrugged. “The Inheritors’ presence here is temporary. I’ve told you this how many times?”

“The Zeis quarters in synch orbit are temporary. They’ve been empty for many orbits, but they’re still ready for product.” The Morning Star holo pointed up and a screen appeared, highlighting the location of slave pens floating around the station. “Ripping my bones apart to build a prison cell is permanent.”

“Prison cell?” Ashara sucked down another berry.

“The tall ones have an ugly one with them. Look.” The child’s eyes went white as hundreds of data feeds swirled around Ashara.

“Too much. Just show me what I need to—”

The data feeds coalesced into an image of a human female cowering in the corner of a cell.

“Oh. Her.” Ashara’s lip pulled into a sneer.

“Hokans don’t belong in my bones,” the Morning Star said. “Make her leave. Or I can decouple the Inheritor Quarter from me and dump her air.”

“What about the rest of the Inheritors? Don’t they need to breathe too?” Ashara asked.

“No. They don’t breathe.” The holo shook its head. “They don’t use reclamation systems. There’s no oxygen draw from in my scrubbers. They never order from the farms either.”

“How is that possible? They’re alive, aren’t they?” Ashara asked.

“Not like my people. The tall ones offend me,” the holo said. “The ugly one is more normal. I still don’t like her.”

“I don’t like her either. Chief Carson is Terran and it was the Terrans that murdered our returned Triumvirate. They also cast down the cursed Sacred Intelligence.”

“A mockery,” the holo said. “If I sabotage her cell, will the tall ones leave?”

“No. And they will punish Ultari for her death,” Ashara said.

“Then how do we make them leave?” the holo asked.

“As I have made abundantly clear—multiple times—the Inheritors are our allies against the hokan races. That means—”

All power cut out from the chamber, leaving Ashara in total darkness.

“Don’t act like this,” the Ultari sighed. Dealing with the ancient artificial intelligence at the core of the Morning Star station was worse than babysitting clan children. It was capable of intricate analyses and information processing, but it reasoned with a degree of petulance that frayed her limited patience.

A screen materialized, casting pale white light against Ashara.

An FTL plot of an incoming fleet appeared. It left hyperspace dangerously close to the gravity-well terminus of the planet the Morning Star orbited and split into two vectors. One broke for a direct assault on the station. Two vessels vectored toward the planet.

“Zeis.” The Morning Star’s disembodied voice was several octaves lower.

“Not all of them.” Ashara reached into the screen, pulled the other two ships out and magnified the image with a gesture. The Iron Dream and Ajax disappeared around the planet. She rewound the feed and paused it. “I recognize those ships.”

“Their armaments are nonstandard. Torpedoes without significant explosive compounds in the warheads. Crystalline energy emitters. A reliance on magnetically driven projectiles that—”

“Show me those warheads,” Ashara ordered. A smaller screen emerged from the main feed. The scans were incomplete and done from a distance, but there was no obvious lethal payload.

“My people are retreating to battle stations. Why would the Zeis and the new hokans attack the children?” the station asked.

“I don’t know.” Ashara set down the cup with a mass of berry skin stuck to the sides. “Splitting the attack like that and then these odd weapons…”

Realization hit her like a slap to the forehead.

“The attendants wish for your attention outside,” the station said. 

“Let them piss in their boots.” Ashara waved a dismissive hand to one side. She delved deeper into the scan from the smaller ship and found an outline of a massive, humanoid suit. “Shit. Those things.”

“Are they a threat? They have organic and inorganic markings,” the station said.

“I think…I think they’re here to rescue Carson.” Ashara rubbed her chin. “They can’t destroy the Morning Star, not with the firepower they have.”

“I will sabotage her cell promptly and beam footage of her decaying matter to the attackers.”

“No, don’t!” Ashara shouted. “You want the tall ones gone, don’t you?”

“More than anything.”

“These fresh hokans are known to me. They’re quite predictable. I have an idea, one that will upset the tall ones and convince them to leave. One that might not put your children at risk,” Ashara said.

“If your course of action will result in fewer organic decays to my people, then submit it for evaluation,” the station said.

“Let’s see if they hold to expectations. Listen to me very carefully…” Ashara wiped orital juice from her chin.


Chapter 10

Tony had one knee bent in prayer, his gauss rifle held next to his front leg, muzzle toward the ceiling of the Ajax’s primary shuttle bay. Most of the crew had already passed by Talise’s and Ely’s Armor. The smell of incense and grease surrounded him as he kept his head down, repeating prayers. Kneeling in Strike Marine armor was a bit awkward, but possible with constant effort and concentration on his knee pad.

Someone nudged his shoulder.

He looked up at a sailor pointing toward the Armor. The lines of crew that had been there when the rite began were gone. The rest of his Strike Marine team were gone as well.

“What…what do I do?” Tony asked quietly.

“It’s a Passage,” the sailor hissed. “You cross.”

“Moving.” Tony stood and hefted his gauss rifle into both hands, keeping the muzzle pointed toward the deck. He marched across the bay, unsure if he was supposed to keep his eyes straight ahead or look at the kneeling Armor with swords braced in prayer. He figured he wouldn’t get yelled at too much, as this was his first Passage, and gawped at Ely’s matte-black and the dull gray of Talise’s suit.

He crossed over a runner on the floor and passed the Armor. The two suits rose to their full height and collapsed their MEWS weapons and locked them back to their hips.

“Kid, move your ass to the Armor’s arms room,” Rohlman said in Tony’s ear bead. “What? ‘Cemetery’? Yeah, that’s less of a mouthful. Kid!”

“Moving, Gunny.” Tony jogged toward a door on the side of the bay and sidestepped around sailors pushing an empty ammo dolly from the cemetery. Sailors snapped that he was going the wrong way and added something about eating crayons. The blast wall separating the Armor’s chamber and the main shuttle bay cracked open at the center, wide enough for the Armor to walk through.

Tony felt like a fool for fighting past the sailors and went to where Gunny Rohlman and the rest of his team stood next to the Tactical Insertion Torpedo housing in the center of the room.

“Ready?” Rohlman asked him.

“Green on ammo, seals and life support.” Tony’s mouth went dry as a panel on the massive torpedo lifted up, revealing smaller chambers for the Strike Marines.

“Dark in there,” Ammo said, his voice low and gravelly.

“You’re going to be switched off the whole time.” Ricks shook his head. “Why are you complaining?”

Rohlman handed plastic sheaths to his team and they placed their gauss rifles inside.

“All right, you’re all going to get in there and swim in puke water,” the gunnery sergeant said. “The damn thing will fly itself to the Morning Star and then it’ll be your job to find and extract Chief Carson. Armor will be there as support, but you and the Pathfinders are key to this mission, understood?”

“Oorah,” the Strike Marines intoned.

Tony stared at the pods inside the torpedo and his heart beat faster.

“Never thought I’d be in the Corps long enough to become a friggin’ bullet,” Ricks said. “Just another day, ain’t it?”

“OK, who’s first?” A sailor hopped into the recess and stomped a boot on a wide switch to open the first man-sized chamber.

“How’s Ammo going to fit?” Tony asked.

Ammo scratched his rear end.

“Ain’t going to be comfortable for him, but he’s a doughboy, and have you ever heard him complain about anything?” Ricks asked. “Plenty of room for us. Looks like. I swear those are smaller than the test dunk we all did. They look smaller to you, Gunny?”

“I’ll go first.” Tony hopped down, ignoring protests from Ricks and Myeong, who both outranked him and should’ve stepped forward before him. The young Strike Marine climbed into the pod and locked his rifle into a mount built into the side.

“Helmet on.” The sailor slapped him on the shoulder. “Ambient atmo gills open.”

“Here goes nothing.” Tony donned his helm, hooked a thumb into a switch on the side of it and yanked down. The filters built into the cheeks and under the chin of the helmet flipped open. He lifted the faceplate up and down, unsure where it should go. The metal ballistics plate wasn’t part of the inner visor and had to be lifted when the optics were offline or vision would be reduced to a bare slit.

“Down,” the sailor said and Tony locked the faceplate back into place. “No, dumbass. You lie down.”

“Oh, right.” Tony leaned back into the pod.

“Make sure you get it in your lungs and keep your filters open. You try and get by on your suit’s air and the acceleration will turn your inner organs into yogurt,” the sailor said.

“What…kind of yogurt?” Tony asked.

The sailor looked at him like he was some sort of an idiot and slammed the pod shut.

There was absolute darkness and a hiss from an air line near his feet. Tony had never been in a coffin before, but this must’ve been a decent approximation.

“Amniosis application begins now,” a pleasant voice chimed in his ears.

“Should’ve swung by the corpsman before this,” Tony said as the press of claustrophobia grew. “Got a chill-out-pill.”

The air line burbled and farted as amniosis flooded into the pod.

“It’s fine. Fine! I spent nine months like this, didn’t I? Sure, I don’t remember any of that, but—”

“How’re you doing, kid?” Rohlman asked through his comms.

“Fine!” Tony’s voice cracked with the word. Amniosis seeped into his helmet and crept up the side of his face. “S-s-semper Fi, Gunny!”

“Do or die. Godspeed, I’ll see you after extraction,” Rohlman said.

The amniosis got into Tony’s mouth and he swallowed the semisweet fluid. He gagged on it and took a last deep breath of true air.

“Just do it,” he growled to no one and gulped down more amniosis. He choked, his diaphragm seizing up as the fluid enveloped him. He forced more of the fluid in and it filled his lungs.

Tony tried to breathe, but he was “drowning,” though there wasn’t the burn or panic of low oxygen in his system. He swallowed more, and a horrible sensation passed through his sinuses as stomach acid burbled from his body. Sound muted as the pod topped out.

“Your vitals aren’t great, but they’re getting better. You OK?” Rohlman asked through his ear bead.

Tony tried to answer, but words were impossible.

“What? Yeah, I know he’s got lungs full of—well, how the hell is he supposed to answer? If you’re coming down with a case of vaginitis, Myeong, then you can—yes, I know you already have one! You know what I—get your ass in the pod or I will stuff you in it and hang on to the outside out of pure spite to—thank you!”

Tony rapped knuckles against the side of the pod.

Several glowing holo panels appeared on the inside of his visor with “YES,” “NO” and other simple words. A keyboard was at the bottom of the visor.

“Then you should’ve told me there was an app to connect to him! Damn squiddies playing the ‘I’ve got a secret’ game. Kid? Can you hear me? Stare at the word,” Rohlman said.

Ely looked at YES and a red line traced around the border. Once it traced back to the starting point, the panel blinked on and off.

“OK, you’re good. Sit tight as everyone else loads in. Ammo doesn’t even need the goo. He’ll be offline the whole way, so whoever’s first out of the pods needs to switch him back on. You’re doing better than Myeong and Ricks if it makes you feel any better. Big boys are loading up. Don’t get shot. I promised your mom I’d take your bullets for you,” Rohlman said.

Tony thought for a moment then stared at YES again until the word blinked on and off.

The entire torpedo rolled in its housing. Tony felt the motion, but it was a gentle jostling against the amniosis. He lost any sense of up or down as the torpedo moved again and again.

“Hey in there,” Ely’s voice crackled in his ear. “How’re you doing?”

YES.

“Oh right, you don’t have plugs for suit-to-suit comms. How’s the amniosis treating you?” Ely asked.

Tony focused on a letter on the keypad and the border around it filled. He looked to a different spot and sent: O-K.

“You know what Armor does when we’re in the dark like you? If you’re not the mission commander and monitoring everything you can, that is? Music. Sometimes a movie, depends on how long we’re going to be waiting. It’s not blood and guts all the time with us. Most of the time, but not all,” Ely said.

HOW LONG CAN THIS LAST

“This concentration of amniosis can keep you oxygenated for up to three days without top off. In training, Armor candidates don’t get to choose how long their dark time lasts. You get in and stay in until cadre let you out. Plenty of people drop, not knowing how long you’ve got to be in there with nothing else but you and your thoughts.”

NOT HELPING

“Sorry. Sorry. We launch soon after we leave FTL, so shouldn’t be too long. Want a mission timer?”

YES

A clock appeared to one side of his HUD reading 00:00.

“Should turn on soon.”

Y TALK 2 ME

“Once upon a time, I had to climb in a pod and kinda-sorta drown in amni. I had a voice in my head telling me everything was going to be fine and that made a difference,” Ely said.

U STRIKE MARINE

“Nope. Just a stupid kid at the mercy of a whole set of circumstances I didn’t choose or want. I’m not saying you’re stupid. You volunteered for this.”

NOT SMRT 2 B PILOT

“Never really considered that.”

NO ME

“Heh. The smartest ones always go Void Force. Look, shit can get dicey when these things get to speed. The acceleration sucks. The deceleration fucking sucks. I’m Armor and it’s rough on me. It will get rough for you.”

NOW TELL ME

“Listen to me. You’ll be in the dark. Alone. Maybe scared, maybe not. But you’re not alone. You’ve got my lance with you and I will get you out of here and into whatever fight’s waiting for us. If it gets bad…get a memory and hold on to it. Not a good one. Not Christmas morning with a new puppy or winning some school trophy. Get a tough one. One where you had to dig deep and get through a shitty day. You made it through that. You’ll make it through this. Understand?”

Tony didn’t answer right away, then sent ARMOR WORHT IT

“Armor’s something you become. You have to find your iron first. If you can do that, it’s possible.”

JUS GET ME IN FIGHT CARSN NEEDS US

“Saint Kallen, hear our prayer. Gather us to your side and keep us immortal in His service.”

AMEN

“Amen. You want to know something funny? I had to tranq the other two Strike Marines soon as they sealed up. You’re doing great!”

TRANQ

“You want me to put you under? Like I said, you’re doing great in there.”

NO

“Music? You like Sabaton?”

GOTT MIT UNS

“Damn straight. You should’ve seen President Valdar’s face the first time I played that for him.” Scandinavian rock opera began playing in Tony’s ears.

LATRINE

“There are antiemetics and drugs laced into the amniosis that shuts down the body’s need to defecate and keeps anything from going toxic in your system. As for pissing…we all do it.”

NO

“Yes. Pods have filters. You probably won’t even be able to tell.”

NO

“Hang in there, Tony. This is the last calm part for a long time.”

THANK YOU

“See you on the high ground.” Ely’s connection clicked off.

Tony moved against the fluid slightly, noting that it was almost comfortable, despite the sensation of something gooey in every crevice and joint in his body. He concentrated on the music and smiled.

His brother would be so jealous when he heard about this.


Chapter 11

Stephen was still groggy from surgery. A hospital sheet was hung over his waist to keep him from seeing that there was only one leg on the other side. Hazy memories of the moments he lost it during the assault on the Ultari cruiser were still there, but adrenaline and the cocktail his power armor had flooded into his bloodstream after the injury made recalling the details harder and harder as time went on.

It had been barely ten days since he was hit and he felt more helpless than when he was bleeding out on the deck inside an Ultari raider.

“Hello,” a sweet voice said from the doorway.

Stephen tried to compose himself, but the walls insisted on spinning as he tried to prop himself up.

Jane came around his right side, a smile on her face that made his heart skip a beat.

“Hey,” she said, giving his shoulder a friendly pat. “Surgery went great!”

“Did…it?” His head lolled back, his eyes swimming.

“Yeah, we’ll have you winning ass-kicking contests in no time.” Her smile fell and she covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

“No thaz…thaz a gud un…” Stephen tried to smile and failed miserably.

“Oh, you’re on all the goof juice. Let me give you a little something.” Jane looked down at her forearm screen and mumbled into its microphone. A cold stream entered his body from the drug port on his clavicle.

The room snapped back into focus and Jane became even more beautiful.

“I’m supposed to make an angel joke now, aren’t I?” He chuckled.

“As brave and as bold as ever. Look, this timing is just awful, but there’s something I need to tell you.” She looked back to the door.

“Uh…” Stephen became self-conscious about his breath.

“What? No. Wait. This is my own damn fault. What was I even going to—Armor!”

“What?” he asked.

“Armor, those big suits with a pilot plugged into them. They won the Ember War?”

“I know what Armor is.”

“They’re recruiting,” she said. “Right now. And Governor Hale wants fifty volunteers and word just went out, but there’s a lot of people interested. I don’t want you to miss the chance if you want it. Is Armor something you’d…want?”

The crippled Strike Marine looked up into the sea-green eyes of the beautiful woman he’d had a crush on since childhood and considered the question to be a warrior hero or not.

“D-damn right,” he said and swallowed hard.

“I knew it.” She scrunched her eyes shut and smiled. “Do you want me to help you fill out the forms? You’re probably still a little fuzzy.”

“Please.” Stephen waved a half-numb hand at a chair. “Wait. How?”

“The Ibarrans have the doctors and the tech to do it. Governor Hale brought a couple brigades of Armor with him from Earth, but there’s nothing wrong with more of a good thing, is there?”

“No. Not at all. Remember that project we worked on in ninth grade where we had to describe how Armor gets their plugs and how…the room is spinning again. Why is the room spinning—”

Another jolt of cold hit his chest.

“I sure do. I remember how awesome—I mean, excited you were about it. I saw the recruiting task order come through and immediately thought of you.” She lifted his arm and put his palm on a slate screen.

“Let’s get started…” She put his hand down and gave it a quick squeeze.

For some reason, Stephen felt better.


Chapter 12

Ely watched the counter on his HUD approach zero. The last few minutes of peace before battle were always his toughest. The nagging doubt that he—as commanding officer of his lance—had forgotten something, anything, was always there. He wasn’t sure what would be worse, realizing he’d made a fatal error in planning and preparation when it was too late to change anything or before he suffered the consequences of his decisions in combat.

He muttered a leader’s prayer, one breathed by officers for far longer than records had been kept of such matters.

“Dear God, please don’t let me screw this up,” Ely said to himself.

“Stand by for FTL transition,” Lt. Commander Mullins, the Ajax’s executive officer, announced on the ship-wide comms.

“Wake ’em up?” Talise asked. A window opened on Ely’s HUD with a service picture of her in it, the kind used in personnel files…the kind displayed at memorial services for the fallen.

“Just the two Strike Marines or did the Pathfinders need some therapeutic time unconscious?” Ely asked her.

“Myeong and Ricks are down. That kid’s biometrics have stayed steady. The Pathfinders are grumpy, but they’re always like that. The doughboy…isn’t even alive, technically. I don’t know what to do about ‘it,’” Talise said. “Dozar…seems to be OK? His biometrics are always weird?”

“Dozar? Status? You handling the acceleration well?” Ely asked.

“I am rather comfortable. Should I be in a different state?” the Yamnaya asked.

“He’s built different,” Talise said.

“Prod the Strike Marines. The two sleeping beauties.” Ely watched the biometric feeds from everyone in the Tactical Insertion Torpedo, waiting for a spike above baseline from two Strike Marines. When they stirred to life, he brought them all into his command frequency.

“Paladins. Rescue element, prep for FTL transition,” Ely said. “Our ride’s under the Ajax’s control. Hang tight.”

“I don’t care to be ordnance,” Talise said.

“Perhaps we could classify ourselves as a ‘smart’ weapon?” Dozar’s portrait appeared in Ely’s HUD, not of his alien self, but him in his modified power armor that made him appear as the other mechs in the lance.

“With Strike Marines aboard? Ooo they heard me. One of them is typing like mad on the concentration keypad. Get ready for some misspelled insults,” Talise said.

“FTL transition in three…two…”

“Hold on to your butts,” Talise said.

The Ajax came out of hyperspace and the ship’s main engines roared to life. It accelerated forward, swaying Ely inside his pod.

He patched through a telemetry feed and the ship appeared on a 3D map, trailing the Iron Dream. A habitable world with continents stretching through oceans like old striations turned in the void, bathed in blue starlight.

Icons for the Valiant, the other Terra Nova ships and the Zeis flotilla appeared far behind the two recently arrived vessels as they roared toward the planet.

“Where’s the Morning Star?” Talise asked.

“The operations order specified that the target facility would be on the other side of the planet upon our arrival. Things are going as planned. Nothing is amiss,” Dozar said.

“Don’t jinx us,” Talise said.

“I am not in control of our Tactical Insertion Torpedo’s maneuver thrusters,” Dozar said curtly.

“Stow it,” Ely said. Threat icons of Ultari ships appeared in various orbits around the planet. None had reacted to their sudden arrival. The acceleration ebbed as the Ajax and Iron Dream dove toward a low orbit.

The Zeis and Terra Nova ships broke the other direction, heading toward the Morning Star from the anti-rotational direction. The Ajax and Iron Dream were the other prong in the pincer assault. Ely didn’t know how much confusion the appearance of ships of clearly novel design would cause the Ultari defenders, but the longer it took them to respond in a coherent fashion to the attack…so much the better.

The torpedo shook around Ely and an intrusive thought as to whether the engineers on Mars had a good or bad day when they assembled the TIT broke through his concentration. The Ajax adjusted course, heading for the night side of the planet.

Void defense weapons on the surface and orbiting missile pods came to life with a sudden plume of fire. Most of the weapons were directed toward the main fleet coming around the other side of the planet.

Shrike fighters launched from the Iron Dream along with counter-missile pods that would throw out chaff and flares and its own smaller missiles that would seek out and intercept incoming threats.

“Paladins, make ready,” the XO sent.

The torpedo vibrated as the hatch covering it slid to one side. The hatch chugged along the hull.

Ka-runch.

The hatch stopped moving, blinking amber on the ship’s wire diagram in Ely’s HUD. A third of the metal slab blocked the torpedo’s exit.

“Ruh roh,” Talise said.

“I believe this is her fault for invoking the Murphy demon,” Dozar said.

“Paladins, stand by. We’re working the fault,” the XO said.

In the HUD, segments of the Iron Dream’s hull slid back, revealing crystalline protrusions the size of a Mule.

Alarms and buzzers chattered in Ely’s ears as the mission clock informed him their TIT should’ve been in the void by now. Ely fought the urge to override it all and launch the torpedo, but it wouldn’t survive the exit and then nothing would be accomplished other than a stupid death for him and everyone under his command.

WOMP

The malfunctioning hatch blew off the hull and spun away into the void.

“When do we laun-chaaaah!” Talise’s question was rudely interrupted by the torpedo’s violent exit from the Ajax.

The acceleration mashed Ely against the inside of his pod. Even with the amniosis to cushion him, he felt like an Armor’s sabaton was slowly pressing him into jelly. Ely tightened his legs and core to keep blood flowing into his brain as the torpedo banked hard and shot ahead of the Ajax.

Biometrics from the Pathfinders and Strike Marines went amber as the gravities of acceleration ticked higher. Ely’s vision began to gray out as blood pooled in the back of his brain. The engines cut out and Ely got a brief reprieve.

The Toth-engineered crystalline cannons aboard the Iron Dream glimmered with power as the Morning Star appeared over the horizon, surrounded by a spinning red square on Ely’s HUD.

Plasma bolts spat from the Iron Dream with a quick staccato rhythm and streaked past the insertion torpedo. It flipped over and activated its engines again.

The sudden deceleration mashed Ely against the other side of his pod. He reached back with both hands and held on to the plugs connecting the back of his skull to his Armor. His heart felt like it had dipped into his stomach as the approaching velocity toward the station slowed.

The bolts fired by the Iron Dream peppered the energy shields surrounding the Inheritor Quarter in a circle, thinning a bullseye in the center of the assault.

“Hold on,” Ely sent clear to the crew, even though his teeth were clenched tight.

The TIT flipped over again and the nose sank into the energy shielding. The tip emerged on the other side, but the torpedo was caught fast in its grip. Ely overrode the controls and kicked the engines to full throttle. It spat through the shields, wobbling like a hooked fish leaping out of water.

Saws and grinders emerged from housings in the nose and spun to life as it hit the Morning Star’s hull. It should’ve dug straight through to deposit the boarders within the station. Instead, it glanced off the hull plating the Inheritors had installed and dug into the metal at a shallow angle. The torpedo ripped and tore, and the breaching drills broke apart, sending silver slivers into the void like sparks from a welding torch.

The boarding torpedo ground to a halt, the forward half dug in, the rear angled off the hull. Air roiled around it, telling Ely that they’d made a successful breach. Sort of.

“Dismount!” Ely activated the escape charges and the hatch sealing him into the torpedo blew off. A pulse from his gravitic jump pack forced his suit out. It unfolded from the travel configuration and he spread his limbs out like a diver leaping off a high platform.

Ely spun his feet toward the station and slammed down with a push from his jet pack. Shells rolled down the ammo line into his double gauss cannon. He raised his helm and took in the Morning Star.

It was far larger than Titan Station over Earth. Tendrils of energy roiled along the top spire out to the outer ring and into the shields. Missiles launched from the spires and from tubes in the ring where the shielding was thinnest. Point defense emplacements tracked incoming fire from the main force. None had oriented toward his landing spot. 

They’d landed on the Inheritor Quarter. The icy blue hull had a slight sheen to it, looking more like the inside of a conch than the older metal of the rest of the hull.

The Ajax and Iron Dream flew between the station and the planet, not losing speed as they orbited the planet.

“Talise? Dozar?” Ely raised a foot and the anchor spike built into the leg snapped out. He stomped the drill bit into the Inheritor-built hull plating. It kicked out fine dust as it dug down. The bit broke through the hull and expanded to anchor him down.

“That may not be enough.” Ely put his targeting systems to work analyzing the material he’d anchored against as his rail cannon vanes extended up and out of their housings in his back.

“Here.” Dozar crawled out from the other side of the torpedo. Hunks of hull plating went spinning away from the station. “I had to dig myself out. The crunchy hatch is oriented inside the station. Talise is rather…stuck.”

“Figure it out while I—contact!” Ely snapped his forearm-mounted gauss cannons up and aimed at a swarm of drones shaped like the business end of a trident. He hit one, sending it spinning into another and a brief explosion of blue plasma. One spun on its central axis and emitted a golden beam that swiped across the thigh of his anchor leg. Metal melted and bubbled and Ely winced in sympathetic pain.

Dozar swung his Mauser heavy rifle over the torpedo and shot down the rest of the swarm with precise shots.

“I’m sure there will be more,” the Yamnaya said.

“They’re going to love this.” Ely powered up the electromagnetic coils in the rail cannon. Energy ran down the length of the vanes like a Jacob’s ladder, the dust from damage to the hull sparking against the hot vanes.

He aimed at the upper spire where shield energy flowed out. His suit braced as power concentrated in the rail cannon’s capacitors. He detached a tungsten-coated slug from his waist and locked it into the breach.

“Firing!”

The rail cannon functioned, expelling the slug so fast, it ignited a thin line of dust rising from the hull, pointing back to the firing point. It impacted the upper spire and tore through the other side before impacting the inside of the shield, sending a bluish-white ripple across the sky.

The recoil slammed Ely back. His anchor ripped a hunk of the hull out, still skewered by the drill bit. He spun about, his suit reeling from the aftereffects of the launch. A hand smacked against something.

He twisted and saw the muzzle of Dozar’s Mauser within arm’s reach. He hooked a finger against the muzzle and pulled himself back toward the hull. Dozar grabbed him by the shoulder and slammed him down.

The Yamnaya stomped a foot against Ely’s back to pin him down and opened fire. Ely rolled away, gripping the hull while he kicked his anchor leg against the station, knocking away the hunks of hull still stuck to him.

“I don’t believe they appreciated the technology demonstration,” Dozar said.

Ely looked to the upper spire. Tendrils of energy snaked around the damage and fed back into the shields.

“It’s still functioning,” Ely said.

“Perhaps we should—”

“I’ll shoot the goddamn thing again!” Ely stomped his anchor bit into the hull again.

“It seems we’ve elicited a more proportional response.” Dozar tagged several Armor-sized individuals flying over the side of the hull from the Inheritor Quarter.

“Cover me!” Ely cycled power into his gauss cannon.

****

Tony punched against the pod. He didn’t know what the hell had happened since the torpedo crashed into the station. It was supposed to breach the hull and let them out, but the damn thing had lost power, and the only thing Tony was reasonably sure of in the total darkness was that the horrific acceleration and deceleration had stopped.

He couldn’t call for help with the amniosis still in his lungs. He couldn’t leverage his suit’s strength-enhancing pseudo-muscle layer in the confines. All he could do was beat and kick like a baby ready to be born.

A line of light appeared on the pod and Tony felt a spark of hope. The line cracked open and Tony fell out of the pod in a glut of amniosis fluid. He landed facedown on the corrugated-metal deck paneling favored by the Ultari. Thick fluid oozed all around him. Amniosis filled the inside of his helmet, giving a watery distortion to everything he saw.

Even with his eyes swimming in the stuff, he recognized Ultari boots when he saw them. Tony rolled hard, dodging the serrated bayonet that stabbed into the deck, right where the back of his neck had been.

He hooked a hand around an ankle and yanked hard. The Ultari in a void suit slammed to the deck. Tony dug his fingers into the grates, pulled himself toward the prone Ultari and hammered his fist against the alien’s helmet. Glass cracked and the Ultari went into panicked spasms as air vented through the cracks.

Tony had gotten to his hands and knees when an energy bolt struck in him the flank. The impact sent him rolling against the bulkhead. His ribs ached with pain and his diaphragm spasmed, expelling amniosis through his mouth that he immediately swallowed again.

The Strike Marine unsnapped his gauss pistol from his thigh. His amniosis-covered hand fumbled with the weapon until a finger poked through the plastic lining at the trigger and squeezed. He fired wildly at dark blurs standing under his open pod.

His shots went wild but got the Ultari to scramble for cover. A gauss shell hit an Ultari high on the chest, sending the alien falling back, arms pinwheeling. Tony fell to the ground, landing on one shoulder, and shot again. The other Ultari’s shot went high, spattering plasma into a maintenance panel.

Tony’s gauss bullet punctured the Ultari’s void helmet, shattering it and the head inside, splattering a mess against the glass shards that remained.

The Strike Marine tried to swear, but his mouth gawped like a fish out of water. He put a hand against his side where he’d been hit and looked at it. Hunks of blackened graphenium flaked off his fingers.

He got to his feet, swinging his pistol to and fro, searching for more Ultari-blurs as he went to the torpedo. Tony pawed around a shut personnel pod blister, the writing on it blurred by the amniosis still in his helmet. He gripped a bright yellow emergency handle and yanked hard.

The pod hinged open with a clunk and dumped Myeong to the deck with a sticky splash of amniosis. One pod was still exposed, the other locked behind debris from the insertion. He had to hop up to release the last exposed pod that dumped the deactivated Ammolite out. The doughboy dropped like a sack of potatoes, his war hammer jutting out at a painful angle from its harness.

Tony poked moist glove tips against the back of the doughboy’s left ear until he felt something click.

Ammo sat bolt upright, eyelids fluttering. “Unit Ammolite-116 online. Combat protocols engaging.”

Tony gestured wildly up at the stuck torpedo, trying and failing to communicate further with Ammo.

The doughboy’s hand snatched Tony by the neck. The Strike Marine froze in shock. Ammo’s oversized thumb swiped an emergency release on Tony’s helmet and amniosis poured out of the visor. Ammo flung Tony against the bulkhead, hard.

The back of his helmet bounced off the wall. He shook his head from side to side, getting the amniosis out. There was a muffled snap of gauss fire and he froze. Ammo had his snub cannon in one hand, laying down fire against something farther along the passageway. 

Tony ripped his helmet off and amniosis sloshed out onto the deck. His stomach heaved, his diaphragm tightening into a rock as he expelled the fluid onto the deck. He fell to his chest, snot and sour fluids stinging his sinuses.

“Ugh.” He wiped his face and slapped his hand against his thigh.

Ammolite charged up to an intersection. He did a quick combat peek around the corner and ducked back as Ultari plasma bolts shot through the gap and struck the edge.

“Frag out!” The doughboy tossed a grenade around the corner. The explosion sent quick ripples through the shock-absorbing fluid dumped out on the deck.

“Up. Up!” Myeong was on her hands and knees, a line of amniosis tracing from her mouth to the deck. She set a foot and promptly slipped in the puddle.

“I’m moist and I don’t like it!” Tony found his gauss rifle on the deck and ripped the plastic wrap off it.

“They pulled back,” Ammolite said, keeping watch at the intersection.

“We need to get Ricks and the Pathfinders out.” Tony pointed up at the torpedo embedded in the station. He extended his right arm and a small cutting torch snapped out from the forearm housing and locked onto the back of his gauntlet. A tiny white-hot flame flickered off the nozzle.

“Are you out of your damn mind? We need a fricking ship-breaker to cut through this mess,” Myeong said.

“The Armor? Maybe they managed to dismount?” Tony asked.

“Let me try and get them on comms.” Myeong tapped ooze out of her helmet and did a double take at the dead Ultari. “Strike Marines lookin’ like we’re newborns after a TIT-y drop. They must’ve been so confused when they died.”

“Ammo! I’ll take your position. You see if you can get the rest out of that damn thing.” Tony slapped the doughboy on the back of the shoulder, then he took cover next to the wall and glanced around the corner. The passageway was the usual Ultari design, but tall enough for Armor to walk through comfortably.

“Stuck!” Ammolite banged his hammer against the bent spars around the torpedo. The emergency force field around the edge of the breach fizzled with static. He struck the hammer against the bottom edge of the torpedo and the whole thing turned with a squeal of tortured metal. The doughboy stared at his war hammer and shrugged.

Ricks fell out of his pod, followed by the two Pathfinders moments later. A single pod remained closed.

The Pathfinders dumped amniosis from their helms right away. Hikaru cracked his visor and sprayed a fine mist from a small can onto his face. White flakes shook from the gap between the metal and hardened polymers of his faceplate.

Ricks kicked and flopped in the puddle, his hands fighting to pull his helmet off. Batista stomped a foot on the small of Rick’s back and pinned him to the deck. The Pathfinder gripped both hands under the helmet larger and meaner-looking than his own and worked fingertips under the edge. The helmet came off, spewing amniosis into the air.

Hikaru spritzed Ricks in the face and handed the spray to Batista as he voided his own headgear.

Ricks vomited up fluid and coughed several times. “Fuck me dead, that’s awful,” the sergeant said.

“How’d you rotate the torp?” Myeong asked.

“Wasn’t us. The Black Knight wanted Talise in the fight, so him and the big guy got her out,” Hikaru said. “Do we have a lock on Chief Carson yet?”

“Sorry, had to be born again.” Myeong shuddered.

“This is a tertiary corridor.” Tony pointed to a small plaque with alien writing bolted to the upper bulkhead. “Ultari standard construction will have a command node within two superstructure segments. We need to get to a node to find her. Big station.”

“Which way’s—” Batista ducked as plasma bolts snapped across the gap. Tony blind-fired his gauss rifle around the corner. Faded alerts pulsed on a lacquered strip over the entrance to the next passageway.

“Hull breach,” Ricks said. “Gauss shells tend to do that. Figures why they prefer plasma.”

“The security nodes behind the direction of fire.” Myeong ripped the plastic off her gauss rifle.

“That figures,” Hikaru said.

“Crush ’em.” Ammolite smacked his heavy shotgun with extended magazine against his thigh.

“Hold on.” Batista held up a hand. “Let’s figure out a smarter way to—”

“We’ll think up a perfect plan later!” Ricks unsnapped a grenade from his belt. “Violence of action now. Who’s with us?”

“Gott mit uns,” the Strike Marines said in unison.

“With me!” Ricks charged around the corner and tossed the grenades, running forward before they exploded. Myeong, Tony and Ammolite rushed after him, leaving the two Pathfinders flat-footed.

“Is this what we’re doing?” Hikaru asked.

“Looks like. Come on, can’t let them do all the heavy lifting.” Batista powered up his gauss carbine and followed.

****

Ely focused more energy into the energy shield projecting from his forearm housing. Bright blue bolts struck the shield, sending a sympathetic tremor up his arm.

“Action right!” Ely fired the double-barreled gauss cannon mounted on his other arm at the head of an Inheritor peeking up from a recess in the station’s hull. The bullets knocked hunks of the alien construction away.

“I’m set for next rail cannon shot,” Talise said. “Last target.”

“I suggest a more rapid engagement before—”

Talise’s rail cannon flashed, sending a bolt across the expanse of the Morning Star to strike a point defense turret. The emplacement exploded into a brief ball of venting flames before snuffing out to spinning armor fragments.

“No comms with the Ajax or Iron Dream,” Ely said. “They’ll come over the horizon in…forty seconds for the next torp launch.”

“Damn Ibarrans won’t thank us for clearing the way for them, will they?” Talise withdrew her anchor from the hull and snapped it back into her leg.

A waypoint sent by the boarding team pinged on Ely’s HUD. It was deeper into the station, closer to where the Inheritors were firing on them from cover.

“Drones!” Dozar shared his threat feed with the other Paladins and Ely spun around, shield raised. He slid his feet along the hull, using a gentle pull of the mag lining in his boots to move like he was ice skating.

The Yamnaya ducked behind Talise’s shield as the trident-shaped drones swept up from the other side of the tower spar. Ely slid next to Talise, their shields forming a wall that absorbed the incoming fire. Dozar slapped his gauntlet against the hull and locked it down, then pulled himself prone and opened fire under the edges of the shields.

One drone split into spinning thirds from an impact. Another veered to one side and crashed into the nearby recess in the hull. The last spat forward straight at Ely.

Ely’s shield burned with Wield as the drone impacted, crumbling to scrap. The power plant flashed lemon-yellow and scorched the hull. The shield held.

“Sir, you good?” Talise spun around to shield the other direction.

“Fine.” Ely drew power back and kicked a hunk of drone.

“Did you know your shield would hold?” Dozar popped to his feet.

“Hope and a prayer. My guess is whoever was operating that drone wanted to see if ramming would hurt us. Now we all know,” Ely said.

“A reasonable supposition,” Dozar said.

“There.” Ely marked the recess on his HUD and skated forward. Talise caught up to him, and they slid over the gap and landed back-to-back in a tunnel exposed to the void overhead. Inheritors, clad in the same hardened dark gray cloth the Paladins had encountered them wearing before, were in the tunnel, their faces covered with mirrored masks that bent around their faces.

Ely braced the gauss cannon mounted on his forearm against his side, leaving the barrels uncovered by his shield as he charged forward. He fired on full auto. The bullets struck the nearest Inheritor, kicking hunks off its chest and arms that disintegrated into fine dust in the low gravity outside the station.

The alien behind its mortally wounded companion kicked the gauss-shot Inheritor at Ely. The body ruptured into beige sand that enveloped Ely. He ducked to one side, his gravitic jet pack scraping against the side of the tunnel.

A blow scraped against his shield, a poor strike from the Inheritor that assumed Ely would charge straight forward.

Ely put a foot against the curved tunnel wall and launched his shield into the Inheritor. The impact pinned the alien between the Ultari construction of the tunnel and the burning Wield of the shield. The Inheritor tried to grip the edge, but the energy burnt through its gloves.

The Black Knight ramped up the power in the shield, thrust his gauss cannon at three more Inheritors farther down the tunnel and opened fire.

The shield cooked the Inheritor. A red glow spread from where the shield pinned it against the wall from its solar plexus through its chest. The mirror mask looked up and the alien’s body collapsed into dust.

Still firing, Ely lurched forward with the sudden dis-corporation of the alien. The shells cut one Inheritor off at the knees. The pair behind it frog-hopped over and used its shoulders as a launching pad to hurl themselves at Ely.

Ely’s gauss cannons cycled to a fresh magazine as he aimed at the two hurtling for him.

“Ah, shit!” Ely swung his shield across his body and deflected the serrated bayonet attached to one of the Inheritor’s weapons. The second sliced a cut across the top of his shoulders and behind his neck servos.

Ely spun with his momentum, prying the rifle from the second Inheritor. He snatched his MEWS hilt from his leg and rammed the cross guard into the alien’s chest. He ignited the weapon with a thought and a gladius blade punched through the Inheritor’s chest. A twist of the blade and the Inheritor collapsed.

A blast hit Ely in the back of his shield arm and the Wield flickered out.

Ely spun and raised a foot, stomping hard on the Inheritor on the tunnel floor. His heel cracked the mirror mask and crushed the head beneath. His left arm spasmed, the elbow actuator damaged and melted in some places.

He walked backwards toward Talise, his gauss cannon reloaded and ready. He continued to a small curve in the spire, but there were no new threats.

“Sir, situation,” Talise said and sent a video feed to Ely. A small window opened on his HUD showing a length of shuttle trams inside the tunnel, their progress halted by a damaged trident drone embedded in the tunnel wall.

The trams had glass tops to give a view of the star field above the exposed tunnel. Inside were Ultari civilians. The females had veils over their mouths and noses; the children were dressed in bright fabric. The males were uniformly elderly.

Ely couldn’t hear inside the trams, but he saw the panic spreading through the crowds as he swapped places with Talise closer to the downed drone. She kept her shield oriented down the other direction to protect her lance commander and Dozar.

“Power down your damaged limb, sir.” The Yamnaya flicked his left wrist twice and tools popped from a forearm housing.

Ely let his arm go slack, a bothersome numbness gripping his flesh-and-blood limb.

An Ultari child broke from his mother and ran up to the glass front of the tram. He stomped a foot and tightened his fists against his sides, then shook them at the Black Knight. A holo image of a larger Ultari child appeared on the glass and held up a palm.

“Civilians were not a planning factor,” Dozar said as small servo arms poked and prodded Ely’s damaged elbow servos.

“They weren’t.” Ely held up his good hand to mime the holo’s gesture.

“They know our location. Detaining them here would mitigate possible threats of—”

“The damn aliens know where we are, Poindexter,” Talise said. “We’re Armor. We are never subtle.”

“Our fight’s not with them.” Ely reached over, pried the drone from the tunnel wall and tossed it out into the void.

The holo alien child brought both hands up in a prayer position covering the nose and mouth, then raised them both to the sky.

Ely beat a fist to his chest.

“Repairs effected. Please reengage,” Dozar said.

Ely reactivated his suit’s left arm. It bent slowly at the elbow. Wield sputtered from the emitter.

“Good enough for government work,” Ely said. More Ultari civilians crept closer to the fore. Another child waved to him.

“Got a ping from the boarding team,” Talise said. “They’re still moving.”

“Move out.” Ely reached up and grabbed the edge of the tunnel, hauling his suit up and rolling onto the hull. He looked back at the tunnel as the trams began moving again. He waved to the Ultari child that still had her eyes locked on him.

****

“Slow down!” Batista shouted after the Strike Marines. The passageway was a mess of broken panels and damage from gauss and plasma strikes. Batista hopped over a dead Ultari and skidded around a corner.

The Strike Marines were stacked against a doorway, a blast charge mounted to the middle of an Armor-sized doorway. Wires leading to smaller explosive wads were stretched across the door. Another door the same size was directly across from it.

“Fire in the hole!” Ricks shouted.

Batista dove across the passageway and took cover against the wall, hands covering his head.

The breaching charge shattered the door, unleashing a gout of fire that left a plume of black smoke that filled the upper half of the passageway. The Strike Marines charged through the breach.

“Friggin’ maniacs,” Hikaru said as he helped Batista to his feet.

“Should’ve done more rehearsals with them aboard the Aja—”

The un-breached door snapped open. An Inheritor stepped out and backhanded Hikaru as he swung his gauss carbine up to fire. The blow knocked the weapon out of the Pathfinder’s hands and sent it hurtling into the bulkhead where ruptured battery coils erupted into a blast that knocked Hikaru and Batista to the deck.

The Inheritor drew a scorched hand against its chest. Its face was exposed, eyes burning red with hate against the dull expression on the rest of its visage.

A gravelly roar erupted from the other room as Ammolite charged out, war maul raised high. The Inheritor snapped out a kick that caught the doughboy in the chest and sent him flying back and into the other Strike Marines.

Batista rolled to his side, ears screaming from the overpressure of the exploded gauss carbine. He crawled toward his own gauss carbine lying several feet away. Through cracks in his visor, he saw the Inheritor’s massive hand sweep down at him. The enormous alien grabbed the Pathfinder by the gorget and lifted him up with its undamaged hand, ready to smash him headfirst into the deck.

Batista unsheathed the Pathfinder knife from his chest and stabbed it into the Inheritor’s forearm. The blade bit deep. Grains of sand dribbled from the cut. The Inheritor’s hand quivered and faltered, dropping Batista to the ground.

The Pathfinder dodged a knee and dove through the alien’s legs.

“’Jandro!” Hikaru slid his own knife to Batista. The blade skittered and hopped across the deck until Batista scooped it up. He rolled hard, barely dodging a stomp that dented the deck plating.

A gauss rifle shot from one of the Strike Marines clipped the Inheritor’s shoulder. It ducked with a grunt and held an arm up to cover its face.

Batista pushed off the deck and took two long strides toward the bulkhead. He jumped up and planted a boot against the wall, using it as a springboard to jump back and land atop the Inheritor.

The Pathfinder slammed both knives into its back as it reared up. The blades bit deep and one arm swung back to swat at him. Batista tightened his grip on one handle and hauled himself up to stab the other higher on the Inheritor’s back. The blade bit a few inches into the gray cloth that hardened like a non-Newtonian fluid at the impact. He climbed again, stabbing the other knife into the upper shoulder.

The Inheritor slammed back against the bulkhead, knocking air out of Batista with an urk.

Batista’s body fought for air. The Pathfinder used the last few seconds of oxygen in his system to bring the lower knife up and stab it into the Inheritor’s neck. The blade ripped through the front of its throat as his arm shot across. He bent the arm hard to secure his grip and pulled himself higher as the Inheritor lurched away from the wall.

He reversed the grip on the other knife and raised it high to slam it into the Inheritor’s skull. The blade tip bit through the cloth-like armor and embedded itself. Batista swung a knee over the alien’s shoulder and used his better leverage to press the knife deeper and deeper until it sank to the hilt.

The Inheritor’s head tilted back and collapsed into sand, dumping Batista to the deck with a puff of dust.

“Got ’im.” Batista held up a thumb and lifted his head. The room holding the Inheritor was full of Ultari at workstations. One had a pistol in hand and shouted orders to the others, who began unholstering weapons.

Someone ran over Batista, trampling him into the carpet of Inheritor remains. Rapid-fire gauss shots followed.

“Clear!” Ricks shouted from the control node.

“Give back my knife!” Hikaru kicked through the dust until his weapon appeared. He slapped the flat of the blade against his thigh and re-sheathed it.

“Tony, get in the system and figure out where the hell they’re holding Chief Carson.” Ricks pointed to a workstation.

“Moving!” The young Strike Marine detached a small computer bank from his belt and kicked a dead Ultari out of his seat.

Batista looked back at the room the Strike Marines had breached. Water fountained from broken seats. A pair of boots stuck out from a stall.

“You jarheads want to explain what the hell you’re doing?” Batista got to his feet and dusted himself off. He led Hikaru into the control node and examined the other Pathfinder’s hand.

“Violence of action,” Ricks said. “We’re Strike Marines, not Tickle Marines.”

“I got that part, but what the hell was all that?” Hikaru pointed to the devastation in the other room. The walls were pitted with tiny pockmarks.

“Antipersonnel munition. Spills air from most Ulty vac suits and royally fucks up anything not armored,” Ricks said. “Normally keeps equipment intact.”

“But…why’d you use it in there? This is the room that had the giant asshole—ow!” Hikaru pulled his hand back as Batista flexed his digits.

Tony mumbled to himself and tapped at a holo screen over his small computer.

“Someone misread the sign over the door,” Ricks said.

“Fuck off. This station uses the old Ulty dialect,” Myeong said.

“Then what’s that room?” Hikaru asked.

“The head,” Ricks said.

“Say again?” Hikaru’s eyes narrowed.

“The shitter!” Ricks shouted. “We blew up their shitter and one asshole in there never knew what hit him.”

Myeong giggled.

“You shut up.” Ricks shook his head.

“The Strike Marines assaulted the enemy shitter,” Hikaru deadpanned.

“You’ve got hairline fractures in three fingers. You’re lucky this ain’t your special alone-time hand.” Batista pressed a hypo spray to a port over Hikaru’s clavicle and there was a faint hiss.

“I loved that carbine.” Hikaru un-holstered his gauss pistol.

“Got her!” Tony announced. “At least…I think I do. I had the first layer of security breached when the whole system through this part of the spire opened up. I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

“Don’t leave us in suspense, kid. Is our princess in another castle or not?” Ricks asked.

“Uhh…her prisoner code’s on the move. Toward an airlock on the far side of the spire, but only two levels up. Funny thing is, there’s no ship at that dock,” Tony said.

“Are they going to dump her in the void?” Batista asked.

“Ultari in void habitats won’t waste biomass like that. If they wanted to kill her, they’d shoot her in the head and feed the body to the recyclers,” Ricks said. “They’re trying to keep her away from us.”

“And there are a shit ton of Ultari between us and the airlock,” Tony said as alien data feeds scrolled down the inside of his visor.

“Can you be a bit more specific?” Hikaru asked.

“There’s—somewhere between a shit ton and a fuck load. Definitely more than we have bullets.” Tony tossed his hands up.

“Least one of them can count,” Batista muttered.

“This system’s weird. It’s almost like it wants me to hack in. I’m only getting the Inheritor Quarter and surrounding levels, though,” Tony said.

“It’s a trap,” Batista said.

“Ulties keep their data under lock and key. Something’s off, I’ll admit that,” Tony said.

“Then we catch up to Carson before she gets there and pull her out. Let’s fucking go.” Ricks made for the door.

Batista raised a hand and pressed it against the Strike Marine’s chest, holding him up.

“I beg your pardon,” Ricks growled.

“Wait one, hard charger. Let’s be smart about this. We can go face-first into the fight or we do something a bit more tactically intelligent and flank them,” Batista said.

“You have two seconds to explain yourself or you’re going to eat that hand,” Ricks said.

Batista rolled his eyes. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Did you forget that we brought Armor?”


Chapter 13

Ely slid to a halt near an observation window. Blast shields covered the port just large enough for a Strike Marine to climb through. The rest of the station had buttoned up. The glittering spires were now ugly spikes with irregular scales to protect hangars and airlocks.

The riot of missile strikes against the Morning Star’s shields from the assault by the main force continued on the far side of the station. He picked out flashes of dying vessels in the distance.

Ely turned back to the planet, searching for the Iron Dream or Ajax against the thin continents and turquoise seas.

Nothing.

“Here?” Talise asked as she slid to a stop on the other side of the blast shield. 

“This is the location Pathfinder Batista specified,” Dozar said.

“Talise, get the boarding element on the horn. I’ll try and contact the Ibarrans. They’re behind schedule, and the longer we’re exposed out here—”

“Variable!” Dozar shouted. “Unexpected variable encountered at degree twelve mark seven-seven.”

Ely looked to the upper spire. An Inheritor ship materialized slowly within the Morning Star’s rings. The long, pointed shell of shimmering pearl grew brighter as ripples rolled over the hull. It was several times the size of the Ajax with no obvious weapon emplacements or bays.

“I’m assuming that’s hostile,” Talise said.

The ship began rotating. A segment flew off the aft of the ship and arced toward the station, on a course for the Paladins. The puck-shaped section spun faster and faster.

A thermal warning pulsed on Ely’s HUD. A bright ring of superheated metal grew on the blast door, the tell-tale sign of a breacher cutting through with a burn cord.

“Crunchies, short time,” Ely said.

“What about that…thing coming right for us?” Talise asked.

As an alert pinged on Ely’s HUD with an urgent message from the Iron Dream, Ely wondered how his father ever managed to juggle this many crises in combat.

“Wield ready. Drop anchor to engage that—”

The burn cord blew out from the station on a geyser of venting air. A Strike Marine was sucked out on the wind, limbs pinwheeling.

Ely lunged to one side and snatched the Strike Marine by the ankle as the last of the venting atmosphere came out with a cough of icy fog.

Tony bent his head to his chest and saw the black knight gripping his leg. Their IR comms systems synched together.

“Uh…thanks?” Tony gave him a wave.

“That’s why you lock your mags down at full power for any breach!” Sergeant Ricks shouted from the hole, his upper body half out.

“Sir, that thing’s doing…something!” Talise stomped her anchor heel against the hull, the drill bit sending a tremor through the metal plating as it took a shallow hold. Her shield glowed, expanding slowly.

Ely gently pulled on Tony’s leg to give him enough momentum to return to the hull and looked up at the Inheritor vessel. The main ship had reoriented itself to parallel to the spire and was slowing as it approached. The puck, spun apart, split into two crescent shapes.

“Ah goddamn it.” Ricks emerged from the breach, careful not to touch the molten edges. “Not a Crusher. Not now.”

“You want to get us up to speed?” Talise’s shield grew more opaque as Wield flowed into it.

“That ship’s docking where they’re taking Carson!” Tony set his gauss rifle to high power. “We’re going to lose her.”

Ely activated his shield and moved to cover the breach point. He had three crises to manage all at once and his training demanded he address the nearest and most lethal threat. He detached his Mauser rifle from his back and snapped the two halves together.

“Talise, ready rail gun to engage the main ship. Dozar, focus fire with me on the nearest—”

“Incoming!” Ricks grabbed Tony by the carry handle across the back of his shoulders and pulled him behind Ely’s legs.

The crescents unfolded into crustacean shapes. Spindly legs trailed behind the main body as three bulky claws sprang forward, each with three pincer claws. A mote of light grew from the inner hull of the construct in the center.

Ely focused his will into his shield and expanded it as far as he could. The edge barely covered the breach point as the pillar of energy shot from the Inheritor craft. The impact sent Ely to his knees. His HUD went wild with overload warnings as the assault continued.

“Saint Kallen—I will not yield now. Not now. Not ever!” Ely channeled his fury into his shield, the thought of the Strike Marines at his feet strengthening his bulwark. The assault ended with a flash of light.

His Wield emitters in his arm housing sparked, and Ely knew he couldn’t trust them to handle another attack like that.

Fresh objects surrounded the incoming Inheritor craft. Ely zoomed in and spotted Inheritors with propulsion devices attached to their lower legs and upper arms. The soldiers accelerated ahead of the ships they’d deployed from.

“What’d I miss?” Myeong asked from the breach point. “Ah fuck,” she said, eyeing the crustacean-like crafts, “Crushers.”

“Quit bitchin’ and start shootin’!” Ricks shoved Tony to take cover behind Ely’s other leg, as there wasn’t enough room for both of them behind a single limb.

“Talise, shield wall.” Ely went to one knee and braced his left arm against his side, oriented toward the approaching Inheritors. His shield flickered to life, stretching to a low bulwark, its edge mingling with Talise’s.

“We’re not running?” Myeong asked as she tapped the bottom of her rifle against the top of Ely’s shield.

“What kind of question is that?” Tony took aim. “Those big bastards obviously don’t know who they’re fucking with.”

“I like that one,” Talise said as she readied her Mauser, Dozar just behind her.

“Strike Marines, engage the dismounts. Paladins, focus fire on the center Crusher. Open fire!” Ely set the stock of his Armor-sized rifle against his shoulder and pulled the trigger. The beefy gauss shell rocked him back.

Mauser shells from the Armor converged on the middle Crusher and sparked off shielding. The Strike Marines managed several hits on the Inheritor infantry, sending a few spiraling away into the void.

A mote of light grew from the second Crusher as the other accelerated along with the dismounts.

“Brace. Brace!” Ely shouted. He slid in front of the Strike Marines and two Pathfinders, now all on the outer hull. His Wield emitters coughed sparks, the shield failing to form. There were too many for him to protect with his armored bulk.

Ricks caught on to the problem and shoved Tony at the Armor. Ammolite yanked Myeong off her feet and smothered her with his body.

Ely zoomed in on the target, aimed his Mauser at the budding mote and pulled the trigger.

The Crusher veered out of his firing line as something blurred across his vision. He zoomed his optics out as debris from some large object spun across the void. Another blur clipped the Crusher, sending it spinning out of control.

A third Tactical Insertion Torpedo struck true, splitting the Crusher in half. Eldritch fires burned from the cracked shell for a few heartbeats before the whole thing went dead.

“Hold on, Paladins,” Adalyn said. “Angels calling.”

Ely looked back to the planet and spotted the afterburn of jet packs bringing over a dozen Armor toward the Morning Star.

An Inheritor swooped down and struck Ely in the chest with both fists. The impact broke Ely’s mag lock on the hull and the two went tumbling against the station in a scrum. His Mauser rifle was knocked away as he fought to keep the mirror-masked Inheritor from aiming an oversized pistol against his chest.

Ely reached down and caught the edge of an armor plate. He used it as a fulcrum to slam the Inheritor against the hull and drove his shoulder into the alien’s chest. Ely felt the rib cage collapse against his servos. The impact drove a messy hole through the Inheritor’s body and sent Ely spinning. He cycled power into his mag locks and slid against the hull.

The Strike Marines and Pathfinders had clustered around Talise, whose shield took a concerted beating from the other Inheritors that had landed on the station. Dozar hit them methodically with his Mauser until return fire sent him ducking behind the shield.

Ely’s own weapon floated along the hull within a few tens of feet from Talise.

The Crusher slammed into the station, spindly legs twisting into trunks whose roots bit into the metal.

Ely released his mag locks and activated his jet pack, firing his forearm cannons at the Inheritors as he made for his weapon.

A plasma bolt struck his pack, knocking him into an uncontrolled corkscrew. He cut power to the pack and tried to find purchase against the hull, each grab slowing him ever so slightly.

He managed to slam one sabaton flat against the station and locked on. The sudden stop nearly dislocated his leg from the actuators, but he was finally still even though his inner ears didn’t agree with the situation the rest of his body was in.

The Crusher’s mote grew brighter, aimed at Talise and the rest of his assault force.

Ely’s Mauser rifle spun in the void a few feet off the hull. Tony did a double take at the weapon and made for it.

“What’re you doing?” Ricks shouted after him.

Tony wrapped both arms around the Mauser that was nearly as long as he was tall and braced the stock against his leg. He lowered the barrel toward the Crusher, hooked his entire hand into the trigger guard and yanked hard.

The gauss shell hit the irregular, ugly mass of optics in the Crusher’s crab-like body. The impact twisted the Crusher to one side as its main cannon activated, striking the pillar of fire into the station several hundred meters away. A sheet of burning air rose like a curtain from the line of impact. Ultari bodies were flung into the void.

The mote flickered and died as the Crusher swung back toward Tony. The Strike Marine fumbled with the Mauser as the alien assault mech stomped toward him, its massive claws bent close to the main body to protect it.

Mauser and high-powered gauss shots from the Armor and Strike Marines blew out deep divots in its shell, but didn’t slow the mech.

Tony regained control of the Mauser and held it against his thigh, muzzle angled at the approaching threat. He held his ground, waiting for the Crusher to lift a claw arm and expose the vulnerable inner body.

A claw shot out and arced down at the Strike Marine. Tony fired, but the shell glanced off the other claw and went spinning into the void.

The claw raked down…and impaled itself on Ely’s sword. Ely stood over Tony, his blade braced in both hands as he held back the Crusher. Wield shone through the blade, lighting up the claw.

“You have to go through me first!” Ely twisted his blade and cracks broke around the puncture. More heavy gauss fire struck the Crusher from one side. The Ibarran Armor had landed farther up the spire and laid down a relentless fusillade that cracked the Crusher’s upper shell.

Talise darted under the Crusher and slashed her Wield blade through one of its legs, cleaving through the metal filaments and severing the limb. Gauss hits knocked the Crusher off balance and it tipped over.

Ely ripped her blade free and struck the thinner joint higher up on the claw arm. The limb bent at an odd angle, nearly sliced through. Ely leaped at the Crusher as it tipped over, still anchored to the Morning Star with its other leg.

He kicked one foot into the exposed inner workings of the mech to hold himself true and raised his sword high overhead. Extending the blade as far as the hilt could manage, he stabbed it into the Crusher’s exposed underbelly.

Blue mist roiled out of the wound. Ely wrenched the blade to one side, tearing a long gash into the mech.

It still wouldn’t die. The other claw snapped at Ely, missing his helm by inches. Ely wrenched his blade out and slashed at the claw.

“Frag out!” Tony shouted. The Strike Marine drew an anti-tank grenade off his belt and twisted the warhead twice. He hurled it at the Crusher’s exposed cockpit and dropped into a fetal position, head covered.

The grenade functioned, sending an explosively formed projectile of depleted uranium into the Crusher. The slug punched through the cockpit and exploded out the other side. The mech lost all power and slumped against the hull, dead limbs floating like it was submerged.

Ely retracted his blade and locked the hilt to his thigh. He hopped off the Crusher and plucked his rifle from where it hung several meters away from the station.

Tony’s chest heaved, then his shoulders slumped. The rest of the Inheritors had been killed, their remains forming a dust smog around the battlefield.

“You OK?” Ely asked the Strike Marine.

“That’s…” Tony waved a hand at the Crusher. “That’s never worked before.”

“With strange eons, even death may die,” Ely said.

“Wha—?” Tony began hyperventilating.

“Easy, easy.” Ely put a hand on the Strike Marine’s shoulder. “That was your kill.”

“Nuh uh.” Tony shook his head hard. “I had—I had—I’m not gonna puke!”

“Sir!” Talise called out. Ely turned his helm to see the Inheritors’ pointed shell of a ship had detached from the station. She was moving away, the tip of her prow shifting toward empty space.

“Carson’s aboard!” Ricks shouted.

“Damn it…” Ely powered up his jet pack only to be foiled with damage reports.

“Drop anchor and prep rail cannons!” Prince Eneko’s voice shook Ely to his core.

“What? No!” Ely slid away from Tony and found a ring of Ibarran Armor farther up the spire, the prince and his bodyguard in the center.

The Inheritor ship pulled farther away from the station.

Ely locked his Mauser against his shoulder and raised the barrel toward the Ibarran prince. A hand caught the weapon before it could even clear the outer cordon of Armor.

“Sir. That is a most illogical course of action.” Dozar pushed Ely’s muzzle down.

“They’ll kill Carson!” Ely shouted at him.

“She possesses information that is a critical threat to the Terra Nova colony and our mission here. The risk analysis—”

“Fire!”

Straight lines of fire appeared from the Ibarrans as rail guns fired. The distance between the Armor and its target made the time of flight for the munitions nearly irrelevant. Hypervelocity shells struck the pointed tip and the thicker stern of the Inheritor vessel, annihilating the ends of the ship. The keel buckled and cracked, leaving the ship dead in space…but largely intact.

“For the Lady! For us all!” Eneko leapt off the station and flew toward the stricken ship, flanked by two lances.

****

Eneko barrel-rolled around a hunk of pearlescent hull. The Inheritor ship’s fuselage pulsed with light that clung to the jagged breaches like St. Elmo’s fire.

“It’s trying to repair itself,” Eneko said. “Amazing.”

“Sire, we need to focus on the mission,” said Bayard, his bodyguard, as he flew close by, the extended shielding from his Armor enveloping his principal.

A wave of aggression flowed through Eneko. “Yes, yes…that’s coming,” the prince sent to the ghost sharing the Armor with him.

Eneko accessed sensors that were nonstandard for any suit, Ibarran or Terran Union, and a halo appeared around the Inheritor ship. Golden lattices formed on his HUD, speaking to him with words no other human could fully comprehend.

No other human in this minor galaxy, at least.

“She’s there.” Eneko put a waypoint on a part of the interwoven hull close to the stern—or what passed for the stern after the rail gun strikes.

The Armor with him didn’t question his order. The lances on his flanks dove forward and latched themselves against the alien ship. One stomped his anchor spike against the hull and barely managed a scratch.

“Sire? I do not see an airlock.” Mikkelson, the Caballero lance commander, stomped a sabaton against the hull.

“I will make one.” Eneko knelt one knee to the ship as it continued to spin, rolling the Morning Star and nearby planet around them. He pressed the palm of his gauntlet against the pulsing milky-white and pale blue material.

Anxiety not his own grew in the back of his mind.

A wreath of golden lines built around his wrist. The hull section where he and his escort stood coiled into lines that snapped into the ship, revealing a deep bay inside the shell.

Inheritors surrounding a coffin-sized case looked up at the Armor. Eneko noted their body language, as the aliens certainly looked surprised to see boarders.

His suit shot forward without any conscious effort from him. The ornate hilt on his thigh was pulled off and thrust at an Inheritor, the blade still extending when it impaled the alien in the upper shoulder and ran through the chest.

Eneko slapped a palm against the dying Inheritor and ripped his sword from its decaying body. His ghost parried an overhand strike from an alien in pale green body armor and cut the attacker’s hand off at the wrist with a flick of the blade.

The prince wrested control back from the ghost and locked his off hand into a clawed position. He slammed fingertips into the Inheritor’s chest and drove them into its body. Eneko’s body seized as his blade sent Wield through the Inheritor’s body.

“So…that’s what you are.” Eneko’s jaw tightened so hard, he feared teeth would crack. A pulse of worry hit him. He sent a pulse of energy into the Inheritor and disintegrated it into dust.

A lingering cry filled his mind…fading away within seconds.

“Target secure,” Adalyn said. She had one hand on the case. It was made of the same pearlescent material as the rest of the ship. “There are life signs within, but they’re faint.”

“How do we release it?” Bayard asked.

“It’s not…it’s not connected to the rest of the ship.” Eneko kicked at the bottom. His toe broke through thin, glass-like material. He grabbed a handle on one end sized for an Inheritor—or Armor—and tilted the case up, separating it from the plinth it was on.

“Oh. Something’s easy for once.” Adalyn grabbed the other end.

Eneko let another member of her lance take the handle from him.

“Get Chief Carson back to the Iron Dream,” Eneko said. “She needs my attention.”

****

“Target secure,” buzzed in Ely’s ear, sent by the Ibarran Armor.

Ely wanted to relax, to spend a moment of triumph knowing that Chief Carson was safe. There would be time for that later—if the mission became a true success.

“They’ve got her,” Ely said to his Paladins, Strike Marines and Pathfinders. “We need to get back to the Ajax.”

“Torp’s way the hell back there.” Batista pointed back to where they landed.

“It’s not going anywhere,” Talise said. “The damage to the TIT compounded when I got out of it.”

“Then…then how’re we getting out of here?” Ricks asked.

“The Ajax and Iron Dream will complete their next orbit in—ah, balls. Sack ’em!” Ely scooped up Tony and Myeong, one in each arm, and jumped off the station. His jet pack ignited, hurtling him toward the destroyed Inheritor ship. The sudden acceleration pressed the two Strike Marines tight against his grip.

Dozar snatched up the Pathfinders and followed, while Talise carried Ammolite and Ricks.

The biometric readings on the Strike Marines Ely held pulsed amber as their power armor’s pseudo-muscle layers automatically tightened across their body to force blood into their skulls.

Ely rocketed past the destroyed shell-ship. The Ibarrans were well ahead of him, moving as fast as their jet packs could take them. He adjusted course for an intercept to the Ajax’s projected location in the last traces of the planet’s upper atmosphere.

“Sir, they’re crunchies. They can’t take much more of this!” Talise shouted.

“Cut acceleration and coast.” Ely powered down his jet pack and he continued on, his velocity steady in the void. His telemetry computer buzzed warnings at him, the projected intercept with the Ajax going from green to amber.

“It seems the Ultari are not content to let us leave of our own volition.” Dozar sent threat icons to the lance. A half-dozen fighters had launched from the Morning Star and were heading straight for them.

“I don’t feel so good,” Tony groaned.

Ely did quick battlefield math and wasn’t happy with the solution.

“Ah…shit. Crunchies, I’ve got some good news and bad news.” Ely sent a quick-and-dirty flight plan to the other Armor.

“What’s the good ne-eeeews!” Myeong’s question was choked down by another bone-crushing burst of sustained acceleration from Ely’s jet pack.

The intercept location with the Ajax pulsed back to green.

“Good news is you’ll probably get picked up. Hit your SOS beacons once you’re in the retrieval envelope,” Ely said.

“They…shoot…beacons!” Myeong strained to say.

“We’ll take care of the fighters. Bad news is you’re going ballistic. Saint Kallen, watch over them. Release!” Ely cut off his jet pack and let his Strike Marines go. He pulsed the grav linings in his sabatons to create a slight difference in velocity and the two flew away from him.

Tony and Meyong spun around, trying to grab on to the Armor that had the only meaningful form of propulsion in the void. They continued on, their course set by the immutable laws of physics. They would burn to a crisp in the planet’s atmosphere if nothing else acted upon them.

Tony gave quick bursts of propellant from a nozzle built into his gauntlets to counteract the spins and managed to stabilize himself. He looked back at the Armor, who’d left the rest of the Strike Marines and Pathfinders to the laws of physics, and turned back to intercept the oncoming Ultari fighters.

Myeong bumped into him and they locked arms and legs together. Myeong locked her belt to his.

“They’re insane,” the Strike Marine said. “They can’t take down fighters…can they?”

“They’re not afraid to try,” Tony said. “How…how are we supposed to dock with the Ajax when we can barely move?”

“Uh…we’re livin’ on a prayer here,” Myeong said. “We’re either going to burn out in atmo, get picked off by the Ulties or choke out to air loss if our orbital mechanics are fucked. Or…”

“Or?” Tony swallowed hard.

“Or it’ll all work out in the end. It’s not up to us anymore.” She gave him a pat on the chest. “Like my mom used to say, kapshi kapshi da. We go forward together.”

“Semper Fi.”

“Do or die,” Myeong finished the Strike Marine motto.

****

Ely picked out the approaching Ultari fighters, synching his targeting computers with Talise and Dozar. Their relative velocity compared to the threat craft was embarrassingly slow. The three Armor closed the distance between them, collapsing toward Ely.

The battle around the station ebbed away as the Zeis ships broke off the assault.

“Are they going to overshoot us and go for the crunchies?” Talise asked.

“They will if they think we’re not a threat,” Ely said. “Let’s demand some respect.”

He angled his suit feetfirst toward the oncoming fighters and aimed his Mauser between his sabatons.

“Fire!” Ely shot a trio of rounds at the Ultari fighters, each recoil robbing him of relative velocity. The Ultari answered with a salvo of missiles that locked a pair of incoming threats on each suit.

Ely cursed himself for being so stupid. The Ultari waited until the Armor had engaged first, slowing themselves down and making them easier targets for the missiles—missiles that traveled far faster than the Vishrakath and Morvani munitions he’d faced before.

“Evasive!” Ely launched chaff and flares from his jet pack and rocketed away from the missiles. His suit spun and jinked, releasing more countermeasures with every sudden turn that rattled him within the pod.

One of the Ultari fighters overshot him. He spun and fired his forearm-mounted gauss cannons on full auto, sweeping an arc of shells along the fighter’s flight line. Two shells impacted with the fighter and it exploded into a brief fireball.

A missile struck one of the flares too close to Ely, peppering him with blast fragments that stung his legs, knocking out deep divots in the metal plating.

Ely pulsed his jet pack and rolled his suit over, sweeping his Mauser up to fire straight down into another fighter. The higher-caliber round punched through the cockpit and out the engines, splitting the Ultari craft in half.

Three threat icons swung around and launched another salvo of missiles at him from terrifyingly close range.

“Blossom! Death blossom!” Talise shouted as she rocketed toward Ely. He hooked his left arm to one side and she linked up with him. The impact nearly snapped his already damaged joint out of the socket. They hooked their knees together and the two spun like ice dancers and extended their cannon arms.

Their targeting computers fired for them, sending out rapid-fire shots at the incoming missiles in a seemingly chaotic spray of rounds. A memory of some holiday his father insisted on celebrating with silly little fireworks swiped through his mind as the death-blossom maneuver continued.

Missiles fell to counterfire. But not all of them.

One exploded within a few meters of him and Talise, assaulting them both with shrapnel. Ely’s Armor lost its right leg at the knee, ripped away by the missile.

Talise took a worse hit. Her suit locked in place, one arm still hooked to his. A length of shrapnel a yard long had impaled the side of her chest. Amniosis burbled and leaked out of the wound like blood.

“Talise? Talise, answer me!” Ely pressed the knuckles of his other hand against the wound and foam spat out, gripping around the serrated metal and hardening into a solid polymer. The leaks stopped.

Talise’s suit remained frozen. She didn’t answer, but her biometric readings told him she was still alive.

“Please?” Ely put a hand on her shoulder.

Threat icons from two of the fighters blinked out, snapping Ely back into focus. The mission wasn’t over. The remaining fighters retreated toward the Morning Star.

Another icon appeared in the distance. One Ely knew.

“Sir! I’ve eliminated several of the enemy—” Dozar said.

“Catch up to the crunchies and get them home. I’ve got her.” Ely improved his hold on Talise and ramped up his acceleration slowly so as not to injure Talise any further.

Dozar shot away, the engines of his jet pack twinkling like stars.

Talise felt heavy against him as Ely dragged her through the void. The longer she was silent, the colder she felt in his arms.

****

“Attention, crunchies. Please remain calm. Your assistance is appreciated.” Dozar’s voice came through laden with static.

“What? What does all that mean?” Hikaru asked.

Batista, the side of his belt locked to Hikaru’s, tossed his hands up.

The Ajax’s icon pinged as it passed them, farther above the planet than the Pathfinders. Hikaru felt a slight pull of atmosphere as they lost altitude.

“Hey, boys, flying’s a lot easier when you’ve got wings,” Sparks said. Hikaru’s HUD pointed to the source of her transmission behind the Ajax. “Ultari aren’t letting us go just yet. They just flushed out another dozen fighters from the station. We need to keep some velocity or we’re going to have a bad time.”

“Were we having a good time?” Batista grumbled.

“Remain calm!” Dozar shouted. The giant alien flew toward the pair of Pathfinders, arms outstretched.

“He really needs to work on his phrasing,” Hikaru said.

Dozar swept past them and hooked the pair with one arm. Hikaru’s head snapped forward, straining his neck.

Spark’s Mule rose up in front of them, cargo ramp down and the bay open and empty.

“I would like a strike called.” Dozar hurled the two Pathfinders at the Mule. The transport maneuvered too high, putting them on a course to overshoot. The Mule nosed down and leveled out.

Hikaru and Batista flew into the cargo bay and the overpowered internal gravity slammed them down against the deck. The pull of at least three gravities ground them against the corrugated metal and brought them to a hard stop.

“Err…” Hikaru struggled to breathe. He detached from Batista and rolled over, his back slamming against the deck with a clang of his body armor. He strained to raise his hand, then let it smack down.

Tony and Myeong were thrown into the Mule and crashed down hard against the side. The Strike Marines groaned against the high gravity. Ricks and Ammolite bounced off the ramp and were sucked down by the gravity plating. Ammolite stood up with little difficulty.

“Got ’em all!” Rohlman’s voice pulsed through the IR comms.

Gravity returned to Earth standard and Hikaru sat up, hands against the deck and legs out straight.

“Is it always like this with you guys?” Myeong got to her hands and knees.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.” Hikaru patted the meat of his hand against the side of his helm. The edges of his HUD changed to red and yellow chevrons.

“Fallen angel. Fallen angel!” Batista slapped Hikaru on the shoulder.

“Clear the bay. Move. Move!” Hikaru reached over and shook Tony hard. The Strike Marines scrambled out of the way as Ely and Talise appeared in the void beyond the ramp, approaching fast.

Hikaru ran to a toolbox at the fore of the cargo bay and pulled out a red and yellow case.

Ely eased Talise’s frozen Armor into the Mule. Batista strained to keep the helm up and turned the suit to its side to keep it from falling onto the impaled shrapnel.

The foam around the wound had cracked. Amniosis seeped out, spurting bubbles and turning into steam in the vacuum.

“Sparks! Button up and pressurize us now!” Hikaru ran the case over to Talise as the ramp rose slowly.

Two heavy thumps against the roof caught Hikaru’s attention. Tony swung his rifle up at the noise.

“That’s the Armor locking down,” Hikaru said as he flipped the case open. The ramp sealed shut and air flooded in on cloudy jets that erupted from tanks in the hull. A green icon pulsed on his HUD.

The Pathfinder popped his visor and lifted it to the top of his helm. The air smelled sweet from the amniosis and was cold enough to fog his breath.

“Pod compromised.” Batista examined the hunk of metal sticking out of Talise’s flank. He held a palm up to the leaking fluid. “Got traces of blood.”

“What can we do?” Ricks asked.

“Squat and hold,” Batista said to him then pointed at Hikaru on the other side of the suit. “We need to crack her.”

“What’s her redline pathing?” Hikaru asked.

“Doesn’t matter if she’s wounded. Drill!” Batista held a hand up.

Hikaru kicked the case open. Inside looked more like a mechanic’s setup than a medic’s. He hefted out a power tool and handed it to Batista. The whrr of the tool and clank of dropped bolts filled the bay.

Hikaru removed two halves of a tool shaped like an oversized plunger with a flattened end.

“We can’t crack her with that there.” Hikaru motioned to the shrapnel.

“Two of you, hands here.” Batista slapped the top of Talise’ chest plate. He climbed up on the side of her suit and felt around on the shrapnel for a decent grip.

Ricks and Myeong grabbed the top of the chest plate. Hikaru kicked open a panel on Talise’s back and a small square of metal fell off. He snapped his tool together and pressed the flat end into the gap.

“What next?” Ricks asked.

“I get this out and you pull the plate off. On three,” Batista said, tightening his grip and locking eyes with Ricks, “two…pull!”

Batista wrenched the shrapnel out. It came loose with a wet sucking sound, the tip stained with amniosis and blood.

Ricks and Myeong pulled hard as Hikaru pushed hard against the pod inside the suit.

“I said fucking pull!” Batista tossed the shrapnel away and joined the two struggling Strike Marines.

“Must be a fused latch.” Hikaru turned to the chest and removed a blow torch.

“Move!” Ammolite shoved the Strike Marines aside and clamped both hands on the chest plate. The doughboy grunted, back straining. The plate came off with a crack of broken metal. Something snapped free, ricocheted off the wall and binged off the side of Ammolite’s helmet.

Talise’s pod rolled out, the surface slick with fluid. Ammolite raised a boot and stopped it like a soccer ball. More fluid poured from the breach toward the bottom.

Batista was on top of the pod in a heartbeat. He pressed sensors on his palm against a cluster of controls on the top of the pod. The Pathfinder nodded once and gripped a bright orange handle. He yanked hard and a seam appeared around the edge. The top sloughed off to one side and a torrent of amniosis spilled out onto the deck.

Batista flipped the top to one side.

Talise lay in the bottom of the pod in a shallow pool of amniosis. Her left calf had an ugly cut running down its side. Her head floated facedown.

Hikaru dropped a stretcher next to the pod. He placed an arm against her spine, then the two Pathfinders lifted her up and set her on the litter. Holo panels appeared showing her biometric readings.

Batista snapped a tourniquet band around her leg. It tightened automatically just below her knee. Talise stirred with pain. She coughed and a gout of fluid splattered on the deck.

“Purge.” Hikaru pressed a hypo spray against her neck. Her back arced as Hikaru hooked an arm around her head and oriented her facedown. She expelled an impressive amount of amniosis that splashed onto Ricks’ boots.

She drew in a raggedy breath as her eyes fluttered open. Hikaru put an oxygen mask over her face and wiped her face with a cloth.

Batista ran a cauterizing laser down the wound on her leg, adding a coppery BBQ smell to the air.

“Hey!” Rohlman asked from the dorsal turret. “Everyone good?”

Talise raised a shaky thumb.

“She’s stable,” Batista said. “Little Motrin, water, skin graft. She’ll be just like new.”

Tony sat on a bench and removed his helmet. “Just another day in the Corps,” he said. There was a weight to his eyes far older than his age.

****

Sick bay aboard the Ajax was several pods of surgical chambers equipped with the finest auto-docs the Terran Union could produce. One room held Talise, her injured leg elevated and secured as chrome servo arms worked in and around her wound.

She stirred, still in her body glove, her hair full of amniosis flakes.

One eye opened and she mumbled in Iroquois.

“Don’t sit up.” Ely put a hand on her shoulder. “How’s the pain? There’s a nerve shunt, but if you push that red switch over there, you get the fun juice and—”

“You’re safe?” she asked him, smacking dry gums.

The ship’s doctor, Lieutenant Arciero, stuck her head in and glanced at holo screens before dipping out again.

“Me? You’re the one that had her pod popped. Ice chips?” Ely held up a plastic cup and spoon holding exactly what he promised.

Talise opened her mouth slightly and Ely spoon-fed her.

“This,” she said, choking down the ice chips, “is undignified. I’m not a baby.”

“Pride’s not possible right now. At least they don’t have you in those damn smocks that give everyone a great view of the crack in your ass,” Ely said.

Talise raised an eyebrow at him.

“What? You’ve never—everyone made it back to the Ajax. Cuts and bruises and then you.” He glanced at the auto-doc.

“Sir,” Talise said, scrunching her eyes shut, “would you…cover that up?”

“What? The doc?”

“Just cover it,” she croaked.

Ely stood and pulled a curtain across her waist to block the sight of her leg.

“I’m Armor…but I don’t like seeing my own blood. Don’t tell Dozar, he’ll never stop pestering me about it out of stupid Yamnaya curiosity,” she said.

“Secret’s safe with me.” Ely touched her shoulder and gave her another spoonful of ice chips.

“We win?” she asked.

Ely’s face darkened. “The Ibarrans have Chief Carson on the Iron Dream. Still don’t have a gantry between our ships for me to go over there and see what in the hell they’re doing to her,” Ely said quickly, plenty of anger behind his words.

“We lose anyone?” she asked.

“Not aboard the Ajax or the Dream. I don’t know about the Zeis,” Ely said.

“Hey…Saint Kallen be praised. We had a good day, sir.” She smiled weakly.

“Didn’t feel that way. Not until you woke up, at least,” Ely said. He considered what he said and winced. “I mean—”

His forearm computer beeped with a new message. “Now the Ibarrans want me.” Ely rolled his eyes. “You going to be OK? Dozar wanted to check on you, but he won’t fit in this part of the ship.”

“Not yet.” Talise slid a hand into his. “Can you…pray with me before you go? Last thing I thought before everything went to pain was…asking her to keep you safe.”

“Always.” He brushed hair from her forehead and they locked eyes. Ely turned away, then knelt beside her, her hand between his.

“Sancti spiritus adsit nobis gratia. Kallen, ferrum corde...”


Chapter 14

Immortals in full battle armor escorted Ely down a corridor. The stark white of the bulkheads proffered by the Ibarran ship designers made him feel like he was in a hospital more than he’d felt in the Ajax’s own sick bay.

They stopped in front of a door marked CONTAINMENT, an angled slit running from a low corner to the high opposite. One of the hulking brutes held up a hand to a biometric reader. Vault locks snapped and shifted around the blast door.

“All this for a Pathfinder?” Ely asked.

“Prince Eneko’s orders,” the Immortal said. He offered nothing else.

The door slid open. Inside a bay so large the meager light from the passageway died out before it could reflect from the walls or ceiling, the case holding Chief Carson floated two feet off the deck. Heavy metal panels were folded to one side, exposing the glass case in which she lay.

Eneko’s Armor stood at the head, the helm and shoulders lost to shadow.

“Do come in.” Eneko’s voice echoed through the chamber. “Don’t worry. I have it under control.”

Ely stepped across the threshold and the doors locked behind him. Light rose slightly in the chamber.

“Have what under control?” Ely asked.

“It seems…it seems Chief Carson came with something of a poison pill. Her stasis pod has a number of rather nasty malicious programs embedded in the life-support systems. It tried to hack into the Iron Dream. I doubt it would’ve done anything friendly while we’re at FTL. Luckily, the viruses are tuned to a more archaic form of software and hardware. My guess is that it was meant to compromise Terra Nova colonial systems. Ibarran networks are sufficiently different that I was able to contain the demon,” Eneko said.

“They meant for her to be rescued?” Ely approached the pod. Chief Carson lay with her hands at her sides, her head propped up on a slight rise in the cushioning. She didn’t look much different than he remembered: short, dirty-blond hair and a face that alluded to Slavic ancestry. The strands of gray hair and wrinkles that persisted though she was in a deep sleep stood out against his memory of her.

“The demon was uploaded to the stasis systems at the last moment. My current hypothesis is that the Inheritors realized they were going to lose her after we disabled their ship so they tried to salvage the situation by slipping in a little going-away present for us,” Eneko said.

“Can she be revived?” Ely asked.

“Certainly. The technology is…familiar. Tell me, Ely, how much experience do you have with Qa’Resh technology?”

“You mean besides having a probe fragment lodged in my skull?” Ely rubbed the old scar.

“Besides that.”

“Vaguely familiar. My father never spoke of it and—” Ely clamped his jaw shut.

“And one of the primary reasons he began the Pathfinder Corps was to find and secure Qa’Resh technology before other powers in the galaxy could do the same. To include the Ibarra Nation,” Eneko said.

“It’s above my pay grade. I have an Excalibur blade aboard the Ajax. That’s all,” Ely said.

“The Qa’Resh were the most technologically advanced race ever to inhabit the Milky Way. So far as we know. But their technology had to advance, and during the Nation’s exploration of the galaxy, we’ve identified a number of different epochs in their development. This stasis pod is…almost primitive in comparison to later finds,” Eneko said.

“And what does that mean?” Ely asked.

“I don’t know enough to make an informed conclusion. The Inheritors could have improved on Qa’Resh technology or they had more advanced equipment and it’s degraded over time. Though I am certain we’re not dealing with an intelligence such as the one that organized Old Bastion…or Malal.”

Ely’s shoulders tightened at the name. “How do you know all this? Our attempts to reverse-engineer Qa’Resh technology have never worked.”

“Lady Ibarra was genetically engineered since before she was even conceived to interface with Qa’Resh technology. It’s how she was able to serve as humanity’s ambassador to Old Bastion. I have been similarly engineered,” Eneko said. “We both know what it’s like to have alien technology affecting us. Though I’d say you had it worse.”

“And you just happened to be available to accompany the Ibarra Nation fleet sent to help Terra Nova,” Ely deadpanned.

“At some point, all the happy coincidences would add up to something suspicious. You’re no fool, Ely. I’d rather not insult your intelligence. We’re on the same side, aren’t we?” Eneko asked.

“Can we beat them?” Ely’s face hardened as he tried to keep his emotions hidden.

“We’ve yet to face them in any real strength…I don’t know. But we’ll give them a proper shellacking once we’ve the chance, yes?” Eneko asked.

“That day will come. I’ll be there when it does. Why’d you call me over, Prince Eneko?” Ely held a hand over the stasis pod. He touched the glass gingerly, then set his hand against the side when nothing shocked him. “Why are we alone in here?”

“I am ready to resuscitate Chief Carson. The possibility of risk to her remains. Perhaps another programming demon I’ve been unable to detect. I wanted you to know everything before my attempt should anything…unfortunate occur,” Eneko said. “There are security and medical teams waiting behind other blast doors. Would you care to join them?”

“No. What do I need to do?” Ely asked.

“Sleeping Beauty will need a kiss on the lips to awaken her from her long slumber,” Eneko said.

Ely did a double take at the Armor. “What? Are you—”

“No. I just thought it would be funny. I’ve been working on that joke for hours,” Eneko said.

“Is this really the time for jokes?” Ely’s finger straightened into a knife hand, though he didn’t level it at the prince.

“Not at all. I thought the juxtaposition—the look on your face was worth it. Shall we begin?”

“We stay here? Are you going to take cover?” Ely looked down at Carson.

“I am Armor.”

“So am I. If it’s not going to explode or infect me with some sort of flesh-eating virus, then I want to be here when she wakes up,” Ely said.

“I do not believe there are any additional threats. Step back, please.” Eneko held up a hand and a wreath of golden light spun to life around his wrist.

The seams of Carson’s pod glowed and the stink of ozone hit Ely’s nose. There was a pop of overpressure and the glass barriers disintegrated.

Carson breathed hard through her nose. She wiped one hand against her face and patted her shoulder. Her eyes snapped open and she rolled quickly off the pod and landed hard on the deck.

Ely went to her and she lashed a punch out at him that grazed his chin.

“Birch! Birch, they’ve got…me…” Carson reached for a holster absent on her hip then for a Pathfinder knife also missing from her chest.

“Friendly. Friendly! Ugh…thunder? Thunder!” Ely held his hands out to his sides, palms facing the Pathfinder.

“Lightning,” Carson said and took a raspy breath. “We haven’t used that challenge and password for years. Who the hell are you?”

“I’m Eli—ugh. Elon-us. Ell—goddamn it.” Ely shook his head.

“He is Elias Hale,” Eneko said.

The boom from the Armor startled Carson. She crab-walked away from the dimly lit suit towering over her.

“He suffered unwanted neural curtailment at the hands of the Geist that prevents him from saying his birth name. He goes by ‘Ely’ now,” Eneko said. His helm rose and looked to a vault door.

“No.” Carson’s breathing became irregular. “No, Elias is gone. This is a trick. A trick, goddamn it.” A tremor began in her hands that quickly traveled up her arms. The hiss of pneumatics and the rush of feet against the deck came from behind Carson.

“It’s me, Chief. I’m just older and-and Armor. Now. I am Armor.” Ely turned his head and let her see the plugs at the base of his skull.

Carson sneered at him. “You’re not Elias,” she spat. “What’ve you…what’ve you done to me?” She grimaced in pain and collapsed to one side.

Ibarran medics arrived. One touched the side of her neck with thick-gloved fingers. Her eyed widened in shock, then softened. She went limp against the deck.

“She’s sedated,” Eneko said. “We’ll give her a complete exam and treat her as if she was one our own.”

Ely watched as the medics quickly bundled her onto a hover litter and lifted her off the deck. They rushed her through a doorway.

“I waited years to see her again and I blew it,” Ely said.

“I believe we both misjudged the situation. Excuse me.” Eneko raised a leg and stomped onto the center of the stasis pod, crushing it.

Ely backed away. Multiple doorways opened and both Immortals and Ibarran Armor rushed into the chamber.

“Want to fill me in?” Ely asked.

“It…it was up to something. My patience with that perverted technology is at an end. Martel! I want every scrap of it ejected from my ship and annihilated at the molecular level when it hits the FTL barrier.” Eneko shook the sabaton that stomped the pod like he had stepped in something foul-smelling and sticky.

Immortals gathered up the wreckage into an empty ammo cart.

“Chief Carson is my guest,” Eneko said. “She will receive a full medical examination and once she’s fit to move, I will transfer her to the Valiant or Ajax, whatever she chooses. If there is anything…untoward found during the exam, you will know.”

“Much appreciated,” Ely said. “Thank you for extracting her from the Inheritors. I didn’t know what would happen if that shell-ship was damaged.”

“Neither did I. But when does a commander ever have perfect knowledge on a battlefield? Yes, I was prepared to destroy the ship with her on it in order to protect Terra Nova. The more time and distance we have between us and the main Inheritor force, the better plan we can create to oppose them,” Eneko said.

Ely stifled the anger growing in his chest. “We don’t leave people behind. We don’t sacrifice anyone for the greater good or—”

Eneko marched toward Ely. Aggression radiated from the fifteen-foot-tall suit as it bore down on the Terran Union captain. Ely didn’t move. Eneko stopped short enough that his helm could glare down at the other man.

“Ask Chief Carson if she would die to save Terra Nova. She is still a Pathfinder, isn’t she? They’re not the selfish type and neither am I. We lead our soldiers into battle knowing death is a likely outcome for them and for us and it is our responsibility to see that their lives are not wasted through our stupidity or ignorance. Chief Carson is one life. I had the choice between hers and the lives of every human in Terra Nova space and I chose to risk damaging that ship in order to rescue her. I didn’t order a full salvo, but that was my next command if the Inheritors were on the verge of escaping with her.

“Let me make this clear, Captain Hale. Your opinion of me is irrelevant. We have a common goal and I will work with you toward it, but I will lead my men as I see fit. Be aware of my priorities.”

“You try and sacrifice my people again and this alliance will be over. It’s a long trip back to Ibarran space,” Ely said.

“We both answer to higher authorities. I am here for the Ibarra Nation. For us all.” Eneko turned his helm slightly to one side and nodded to Ely.

Ely’s lips twitched, a host of undiplomatic retorts swirling in his mind. He clicked his heels together and beat a fist to his breast in salute.

Eneko returned the courtesy, the clang of metal on metal reverberating through the chamber.

Ely turned and made for the blast door. He stopped several steps short and looked over her shoulder.

“There’s one more thing…”

****

Chief Carson looked around her sick bay suite. The holo displays were different than what she had aboard the Valiant or any other Terra Nova colony ship. The doctors had odd accents and she glimpsed armsmen on the other side of the only door to her suite every time someone came or went.

She lay on a hospital bed, too weak to consider escape or do more than nibble at tubes of nutrient paste left for her.

There was a knock at the door.

Carson smacked dried-out lips, her voice too hoarse to bother inviting or objecting to another visitor. The door slid open and a slightly plump woman wearing denim pants and jacket entered, a cheerfulness to her steps. Carson blinked hard at the new arrival.

“Hi! I’m Danny Standish, Terran Union ambassador-at-large, and we need to catch up.” Danny rolled a chair over to Carson’s bed and sat on it, arms folded over the backrest. “You’ve been here in Terra Nova the whole time, right?”

“I’m sorry.” Carson rubbed an eye. “Did you say your name was ‘Standish’?”

“Danny Standish. One each.” Her smile broadened. “Yes, relation. Pop wasn’t ready to just run off on some fool idealistic crusade with the Hales on such short notice. Me? I had white space on the calendar. And the Hales need a Standish with them or things just go completely bonkers.”

“And ‘ambassador.’ Ambassador Standish.”

Danny ran her hands down the sides of her denim jacket and thighs. “Did the formal dress give me away?” she asked.

“What the hell’s been going on back on Earth?” Carson squeezed the bridge of her nose. “Your dad was there when the Belisarius went tits up. He was a witness at my court-martial.”

“Oh, he must’ve loved you because he hates going to court. And ‘what the hell’s been going on back on Earth’ is why I’m here. I need you to get me up to speed on all things Terra Nova so I can be a better ambassador, and you probably want to know what’s up back on the home world.”

Carson stared at Danny for a few seconds, the sound of an overhead fan circulating air the only noise. “You know what? There’s no way the Inheritors would come up with a scenario this ridiculous to get me to spill colony secrets,” she said.

“Thank…you?” Danny shut one eye, trying to figure out exactly what the Pathfinder meant. “The intelligence-analyst types always say their job is eighty percent open-source information. So just tell me what everyone around here knows—everyone but me and the Ibarrans.”

“Ibarrans? Didn’t they piss off to nowhere after the Hale Treaty?”

Danny sighed hard, puffing out her lips. “Hoo boy, where to start?” Danny patted her thighs.

“Was that really Elias Hale back there? The Armor captain?” Carson asked.

“He goes by Ely now, but that is indeed him. It was his bright idea for me to debrief you. Should we start with him? No, the Kesaht Conflict will keep popping up and—”

“He actually made it. I can believe that, but Armor? Him?”

Danny leaned forward and put a hand on Carson’s bed. “Don’t tell the Ibarrans this,” she said with a conspiratorial whisper, “but he’s actually really good at the whole Armor thing. He killed a god. Or he helped. He’s very humble about it, makes him even more adorable.”

“Which…god?”

“Can’t start there! Back to the Kesaht…”
 

****

Ely stood around the combat control center aboard the Ajax’s bridge, Captain Lon’va next to him.

General Jared Hale loomed large over them as a holo in the center of the tank. “It follows that the Ibarrans could create another Qa’Resh savant,” Jared said. “It does beg the question just how they knew to have one ready to send to Terra Nova right when the opportunity presented itself.”

“There aren’t many opportunities where gravity tides allow for Crucible-to-Crucible jumps between the Milky Way and Terra Nova,” Ely said. “Lady Ibarra knew when she’d have the chance.”

“She commissioned an offspring just to send to Terra Nova? Is that normal for humans?” Lon’va asked.

“Not in the Union.” Ely shook his head. “We don’t allow anyone to go to a procedural crèche and order a child off a menu. We insist on doing it the old-fashioned way.” Ely grimaced at the phrasing. “But Ibarrans are different.”

“Leave the uncle jokes to me,” Jared said. “Despite our rescue mission being a success and the destruction of an Inheritor ship…the Alliance isn’t going to like this.”

“The Alliance disapproves of winning?” Lon’va’s quills rustled with agitation.

“Terra Nova was stable for hundreds of years. The Supreme Intelligence kept things in check and the Ultari raiders were little more than a nuisance for most of the sentient species. Then humans showed up—literally from out of nowhere—and upset the apple cart. Most of the chaos was contained, then the Inheritors arrived and it turns out they’re from our hometown, in a roundabout way. Now there’s this Ibarran faction that’s human-not-human and we fully expect them to act according to their own interests. How’d Earth feel if it was Terra Nova that came to rescue Earth from the guys—”

“Geist,” Ely corrected.

“And the Zeis decided they were going to secure Geist tech when and where it suited them?” Jared finished.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Ely said. “What’re you getting at? Just so we’re clear.”

“We need the Ibarrans to present the same face toward the Alliance as Terra Nova.” Jared paused, his fingertips going to his augmentic jaw and eye. “Ibarran. Novan. Union. We all have to sing kumbaya together whenever the Alliance is looking at us or they’ll fracture. The only thing keeping half the nations from surrendering to the Inheritors was Governor Hale’s promise that help was coming in the form of Armor and warships. That promise just bloodied the Inheritors’ nose and hopefully kept Carson from giving those big ugly bastards the keys to the castle. So we’re winning there,” Jared said.

“What is ‘kumbaya’?” Lon’va whispered to Ely.

“It’s a religious hymn,” Ely said quietly.

“Do I have to learn it?”

“I’ll teach you. General,” Ely said more loudly and rapped knuckles against the control ring. “I don’t know what the rest of the Expeditionary Force is up to, but the Ajax and Iron Dream are winning. The local powers should appreciate victory. There’s no substitute.”

“This is Terra Nova, Elias—Ely, excuse me. Before the Alliance was on our side, it was about to unite for the sole purpose of kicking our colony off our world and onto a slow boat back to Earth. The Crucible and FTL disruption buoys kept enough of them safe from the Inheritors that they needed us. Didn’t help that the Triumvirate’s herald was human,” Jared said.

“Who was this herald?” Lon’va asked.

Ely pointed at the holo. Lon’va squawked in surprise.

“Deck’s stacked against us. Don’t show the Alliance our cards. Least not until we can work out a plan with the governor. He’s smarter on these things than I am,” Jared said.

“Were these Zeis allies not satisfied with the raid on the Morning Star?” Lon’va asked.

“The Zeis are hard to read. They’re terrified of fighting the Inheritors face-to-face and we just demonstrated a weapon system that can fight the Inheritors and kill them. We’re the ‘enemy of my enemy is my ally’ persuasion. The Zeis see everyone as a potential enemy. They’re worried we’ll beat the Inheritors and then turn on them,” Jared said.

“Can’t win for losing with them, can we?” Ely asked.

“Welcome back to Terra Nova,” Jared said. “You don’t remember what a shit show the Middle East used to be before the Xaros solved that problem for good. Transfer my Strike Marines back once we break FTL. Valiant, out.”

The holo fizzled out.

Lon’va scratched a short talon against the control ring.

“Skipper?” Ely asked.

“We Dotari have a saying: ‘Victory assures the next war. Defeat assures extinction.’ Best we keep winning, yes?” She clicked her tongue.

“Same as it ever was. I have Armor to repair and a pilot to check on,” Ely said. “By your leave?”

“Excused.” Lon’va nodded to him.


Chapter 15

Governor Hale walked out onto the stage of the capitol’s main auditorium. Fifty volunteers filled the rows closest to the stage. He raised the lights in the auditorium with a wave of his hand, better illuminating those in attendance.

A man in Terran Union army fatigues and a shorter woman in a lab coat followed behind him.

The volunteers were mostly in their late teens. He remembered most as children growing up on Terra Nova. His heart ached at what he was about to ask of them. One volunteer was in a wheelchair. Hale remembered the punch he took from Stephen when he was an emaciated waif.

“Hello,” Hale said and looked across their faces. All had a determined countenance, though he saw enough hesitation behind their eyes. “You’re here because you volunteered for the first cohort of Terra Novan Armor. Terra. Nova. Let me tell you how proud I am of all of you. Armor…is a special breed. It demands the utmost focus, devotion and mental fortitude of any branch of our military service. I know some of your officers and NCOs may scoff at that…but let me tell you. Let me tell you that I was a Strike Marine. I went through the quals on Coronado Island and did my orbital drops. I fought through the Ember War as a Strike Marine.”

Hale reached down and put a hand on the shoulder of a woman in a flight suit. Lieutenant Volkov was the first pilot to earn her wings in Terra Nova. His wife had pinned them on herself.

“Then I founded the Pathfinder Corps and designed selection and training myself. I put myself through the course to ensure the Corps would have the best people for that critical mission. I was a bit younger back in those days. Don’t laugh at that.”

No one dared.

“Before the Strike Marines and the Pathfinders…I wanted to be Armor. I made it to Knox and then I failed. I failed hard. Cadre put me in the Dark. Inside a sensory-deprivation chamber little different from the Armor pods and left me in there. No word on how long I’d be in there. No way to know how much time had passed. It’s a vital test because if your suit goes down and you’re not in a position to evacuate, then you are going nowhere. You’ll be in the Dark waiting and praying for rescue…and you won’t know how long it’ll take.”

Shame came over him.

“I failed. My mind broke and I begged to be let out. Cadre opened the pod and I washed out of selection. That was that. Before the Ember War, the failure rate was as high as eighty percent. I don’t know what it is now.” He looked back at the Terran Union officer, who simply crossed his arms over his slight chest.

The man was skinny but had the look of a hardened killer.

“I served aboard the Breitenfeld. I fought beside the Iron Hearts. I knew Saint Kallen, and her strength and determination were absolute to anyone that knew her. Her lance mate Bodel was a demon in any fight but had a gentle soul that I miss so much. Then there’s Elias…I named my son for him because he was the best of us. He was the sort of man that, when you look at him, you see how you fail to meet his measure and it only inspires you to be better.

“When it came time for the final battle of the Ember War, Captain Valdar made it clear that there was a one-way mission to destroy the Xaros. That some would have to sacrifice everything for victory and Armor answered the call. They did not hesitate. They did not falter. They did not fail. I…I wanted to be there with Elias at the end, but he knew I didn’t have to die there. He was not afraid.

“Elias—and all the Armor that met death so the rest of us may live—remains the standard that Armor hold themselves to. That is what is expected of each and every one of you. There is no glory. You cannot do this for your ego or you will fail.”

“Martyr yourselves now,” the Army officer said. “You will sacrifice everything, and in return, humanity will prevail against the darkness.”

“I should’ve just let him say that.” Hale tossed a hand up. “But I failed to earn my plugs and my spurs. I believe all of you are better and stronger than I am. If this isn’t for you, please get up and leave. There will be no record of your application and you may return to your current duties without any repercussions.”

Hale leaned against the stage and waited. Four individuals got up and exited out the back of the auditorium.

“All right.” Hale nodded once the doors closed. “We have to build this plane while it’s still in the air. Yesterday, there was no Terra Nova Armor Corps. Today, there is and it is under command of Colonel Richthofen. As of this moment, you are under his command. Colonel?” Hale stepped aside.

The colonel clasped his hands behind his back and walked across the front row of candidates, eyeing each of them. When he turned, the plugs in the back of his skull caught the light.

“Which of you is Rossi?” Richthofen asked.

“Here, sir.” Stephen tried to push himself up to what resembled standing in his wheelchair.

Richthofen motioned for him to sit. “Your application was mush. Did you suffer a head injury?” the colonel asked.

“I was dictating, sir. I was rather drugged up…following surgery,” Stephen said.

“How were you injured?”

“Boarding action. Forgot to duck and took a frag, sir.”

“How many of the aliens did you kill?”

Stephen’s face twitched with rage. “They took me down before I could kill them all,” the Strike Marine said.

“You may stay.” Richthofen gave him a curt nod then turned his attention to the rest of the volunteers. “I am Armor. You will learn that statement is not an affiliation. It is not an association. It is not a description of something you do. You will become Armor. You and the suit are one. That is our greatest strength. You will learn to fight beyond the limits of your crunchy, squishy bodies. That is what it means to fight as Armor. I will teach you. We will see which of you can find that iron inside you. I have no time for those who cannot fight and win the battles that must be won. You are what I require or you are not. We will know soon. But first, the Ibarra Nation’s doctor has a number of tests for you.” Richthofen stepped aside.

The doctor came forward, clapped her hands together and held them in front of her chest.

“Hi, everybody! My name’s Dr. Tivoli and I am not like Mr. Fun Fun over here. I’m here to install an artificial nervous system into your brains without turning you into a vegetable in the process. I’m going to tell you all about redlining and how fatal that mistake will be. Yes, some—two at last count—people have recovered, but that took a miracle from God and I can’t provide that treatment. As much as I’d like to start scanning and poking around your gray matter, Colonel Ricky—who does not like me calling him that—has other plans.” She minced away.

“On your feet!” Richthofen screamed. The volunteers popped to their feet, with the exception of Stephen. “You will follow me from this room at double time to the exercise field for an immediate gut check. Move!”

Richthofen took off for the doors at the back of the auditorium at a speed significantly faster than the Terran Union’s standard for double time. The volunteers scrambled from the rows and raced after the colonel. Hale jogged after them.

Stephen fumbled with his wheelchair, bumping it between either side of the aisle and making no progress toward the back.

Dr. Tivoli grabbed the handles on the back of the wheelchair. “Hey, big guy,” she purred in his ear. “You’re an exception to all that hoah hoah nonsense.”

“No, ma’am, I can still PT, just let me—”

“Nope!” Tivoli clicked a button on the handles and disabled Stephen’s controls. “Somebody gets to help me calibrate all my shiny new equipment and you drew the shortest straw when you forgot to duck.”

“Uh…”

“Armor selection allows for candidates that are less than able-bodied. They will devise other ways to test you, so don’t think you can skip out on any of the torture—I mean, qualified assessment.” She wheeled him toward a side door.

“I ain’t skipping anywhere for a while, am I?” He touched the void where his left leg used to be.

“Poor choice of words. Let me tell you a little secret—I am one deep in my role as head Armor neurologist and I can get away with just about anything. Know where I can get a cigarette around here?”

“A what?” Stephen raised an eyebrow at her.

She mimed smoking something.

“Mars weed? I’ve heard rumors that old man Knight grows it out in the wilds. Can’t smoke that in the Strike Marines. Is that allowed in the Armor Corps?”

“Absolutely not. Can’t have anything scrambling your neurons. That’s my job.”

“But if it’s not allowed, then why do you—”

“I am not Armor, honey. I’ll find that knight in shining armor later on. Let’s get you to the MRI machine.”


Chapter 16

Stephen lifted the stump of his left leg off the edge of his bed inside a small barracks room. The pale pink of the synth-flesh cap made him chuckle at an indecent idea for a moment. He attached the ring of his prosthetic to the stump and pulled a winch to tighten the frame against his leg and into leads plugged into his muscles. He double-checked all the contact points the way the nurses taught him, hooked a finger into a port and clicked the power button.

The mechanical foot twitched and flexed. Faux-muscles in the shin and calf contracted and loosened.

“Just like the old one,” Stephen muttered to himself. He set the prosthetic onto the ground and put pressure on the foot. The ankle rolled hard, straining the contact points on the flesh of his upper leg.

“Ah, shit!” He winced. Stephen ran a hand against his freshly shorn scalp. Strike Marines kept their hair at a high and tight, but Armor insisted their recruits have a more uniform fuzz.

The sound of running feet pounding against the floor grew louder.

“Am I late for something?” Stephen glanced at the screen integrated to a forearm sleeve. The cadre had a habit of changing the training schedule with no notice in the days since selection began.

There was a squeal of shoes sliding to a sudden stop outside his room. Bang bang bang against the door.

“Decent,” Stephen called out. He double-checked his screen again. He had a growing sense of panic that he was supposed to be somewhere in a different uniform right now and he didn’t have any of the crucial information to be where he was supposed to be wearing what he was supposed to wear.

The door slid open and a panting Tony leaned inside. His brother wore the digital-pattern Strike Marine fatigues, the Corps’ knife strapped to his thigh.

“Wha—” Tony held out a hand to Stephen’s truncated leg, still fighting for breath.

“Yeah. Shit sucks.” Stephen shrugged. “Oh, by the way, my genes won’t allow for clone grafts. Seeing how we’re related, I’ve got some advice: don’t get your dick blown off.”

“What happened? Everything was fine when I deployed with the Valiant and your team was on amber cycle…” Tony entered the room and wrapped his arms around his brother’s shoulders for a hug.

“I got lucky.” Stephen gave Tony a pat on the back.

“Lucky?”

“Yeah. Could’ve had my dick blown off.” He held up a tip-less pinky.

“I saw the message from Dad soon as we got back in system. Why the hell aren’t you picking up your phone?” Tony stared hard where the prosthetic and leg integrated.

“This is the Armor cadet barracks. No calls. This is the six-hour block of sleep they give us and that’s subject to change at a moment’s notice. I should be sleeping, but the damn meds they gave me to keep my body from rejecting the cybernetics give me the friggin’ jitters,” Stephen said.

Tony poked at the flesh cap on Stephen’s leg.

“Hey! Quit it!” Stephen slapped Tony’s hand away.

“Sorry! Sorry…what about the rest of your team?” Tony asked.

“Gunny got shot through an arm, but he’s already back at it. Marsh and Klein…unrecovered.” Stephen bit his bottom lip, using the pain to fight off other emotions.

“We are less without them,” Tony said.

“We are less without them.” Stephen nodded. “I figured I was done being a Strike Marine, so I volunteered for Armor.”

“Armor?”

“The big walking—”

“I know what—I mean, you? Anyone on Terra Nova?” Tony put his hands on his hips.

“Anyone that passes the Nascence Act requirement and got picked for the first selection. They wanted under-twenty-fives and combat experience. Just got started two days ago. Ibarran docs have been all over us. No rubber glove yet. Yet.” Stephen shrugged.

“Huh. They still taking applications?” Tony asked.

“No. It’s closed off until the pilot program’s done. Got this real hard-ass in charge of selection named Richthofen. What? You just got your Strike Marine wings and your Ka-Bar. You want to jump ship that fast?” Stephen asked.

“I was on the operation that rescued Chief Carson. We had Armor. Lots of Armor. You can see them on videos, but in person, it’s…you gotta see them fight in person! I shot one of their guns!”

“I’m working on it,” Stephen said drolly. “We’re a ways from—how the hell did you shoot one of their guns?”

“So there I was on the hull of Morning Star station and this big crab-looking thing’s shooting at us, but the Armor have these energy shield things and then—”

Someone cleared their throat in the doorway.

Tony did a double take over his shoulder and went to the position of attention. A captain stood there, wearing the same fatigues as Colonel Richthofen though he bore several pins Stephen didn’t recognize.

“Major-Captain Hale, sir,” Tony said.

“At ease,” Ely said. “This your brother?”

“Sir, yes sir. Thank you for letting me into the barracks to find him,” Tony said.

“Your brother’s a bean head,” Ely stated.

“A uh—what?” Tony gave Stephen a confused look.

“He’s an Armor cadet. That’s what we call them, apropos of their haircuts. They’ve got selection going…interesting.” Ely scratched his chin.

“A-any advice for him, sir?” Tony asked.

“Fight ‘til you die. I need to find my own brother. I don’t think I need to tell a native how to get anywhere. See you on the high ground.” Ely gave Tony a nod and took a step away.

“S-sir!” Stephen called out. “If he hasn’t told you, Tony wanted to be Armor when we were kids. He had to settle on Strike Marines. There are a couple slots open in our class and maybe he could…”

Ely took a step back.

“Think I missed my chance to apply, sir.” Tony shrugged. “But if there’s another class, then I can give it a shot later. Whenever that might be.”

“I know a guy,” Ely said. “You can get added to the roster this early in the cycle. Tell me what you want.”

“I—I have to talk to Gunny Rohlman and Sergeant Ricks. Can’t leave my Marines out of the blue, sir. But if they’ll let me go…send me,” Tony said.

“One second.” Ely raised his wrist with the comms device built into it to his mouth and stepped away.

“Are you nuts?” Stephen asked his brother.

“You’re doing it.” Tony turned his palms up.

“My options are limited!” Stephen pointed both hands at his prosthetic. “How about you let me get through this to make sure it’s safe for you?”

“That’s what you said about the Strike Marines and look at you now. Wait, isn’t Janet a baby-doctor or something? I saw her in scrubs downstairs.”

“She has nothing to do with this. But she did help me with the application forms when the happy pills were in force. Don’t you say a word about her to Mom because—”

“You’re doing this to impress her?”

“No! No. Maybe a little, but clearly, I have more reasons to be a bean head right now than you do, Mr. Still Has Both Legs.” Stephen rolled his eyes.

Ely cleared his throat again.

“Sir!” Tony went back to the position of attention.

There was a ding as a message arrived on Tony’s forearm computer.

“You’ve got a conditional appointment to Armor Selection Class 00-1,” Ely said. “You report downstairs in twelve hours. Orders, packing list, etc. were sent to you. Use the time to say goodbye to your teams, get your gear together. If you don’t report, you can roll over your application to the next class. But I know Colonel Richthofen. He prefers hard chargers.”

“I do? But how?” Tony glanced at his forearm screen and his jaw dropped in surprise.

“Told you. I know a guy. What’s the point of being connected if you can’t call in the occasional favor?” Ely shrugged. “I’ve seen you fight. You’ve got iron in your heart. I believe you can earn your plugs and your spurs.”

“Thank…you?” Tony’s bottom lip quivered.

“First, last and only string I’ll pull for you. Good luck.” Ely gave him a nod and left.

“Huh.” Tony stood in shock for a moment, then sat on Stephen’s bed. “Huh.”

“Quick question,” Stephen said, poking Tony in the shoulder. “Who the hell was that?”

****

Ely walked into a massive courtyard. A dome of glass panels stretched between administration buildings, casting a slight shadow over the marble bricks of the square. His uniform earned a couple double takes from passing colonists.

Ely stopped and regarded the fountain in the center of the square. It had three tiers with continuous arcs of water climbing up to the top basin made of gleaming silver. He thought back to the brief time he spent in Terra Nova and had no memory of this place.

Someone brushed past him with a slight bump. “Pardon,” a man said.

Ely glanced at him then looked back to the fountain. “Hold on—” He twisted around and found himself face-to-face with his twin brother, Jerry, who had also interrupted his journey to stare at his brother, surprised and bewildered. They hadn’t recognized each other at first.

“Jerry,” Ely stated.

“Elias. I mean, it’s Ely now, right?” Jerry put a hand to his mouth and ran a thumb and forefinger down his cheeks, tugging at his skin. While the two had been born on the same day, Jerry’s looks were consistent with his calendar age, though years of compounding stress were beginning to take their toll on his features.

“Just Ely. Hey…I’m supposed to be at some sort of command function in Bastion and I don’t remember where the hell anything is.”

“You’re lost. But you’re a captain. Lost is something lieutenants do.”

“I am not lost. I am momentarily disorientated. And why the hell is anything out here called ‘Bastion’? Do you know what—”

“Follow me, infantry.” Jerry tilted his head toward a lift door guarded by a pair of doughboys.

“Armor,” Ely snapped.

“Doesn’t matter to a Pathfinder. You’re an emergency evac mission waiting to happen as far as I’m concerned.” Jerry nodded to one of the doughboys, who grunted at him. The brothers entered the lift which descended without any input.

“Where we going?” Ely asked.

“Bastion. Whenever there’s a ‘key leaders’ call, it means something’s gone tits up or there’s a regular meeting that they use to cover up when it’s a tits-up call,” Jerry said. “Can you guess which one this is?”

“We rescued Chief Carson. As much as I’d appreciate a few days to figure this place out, something must be tits up,” Ely said.

“You’re figuring this out.” The lift opened to an underground station where autonomous pods waited in a small lot. They hopped in one and it drove into a well-lit tunnel.

“I prayed Carson would be rescued. Didn’t believe it could actually happen. No one’s ever been freed from the Inheritors.” Jerry sank into his seat, folded his hands over his chest and closed his eyes.

“Knowing that wouldn’t have stopped us from trying,” Ely said. “How’re you so…old?”

“Cheater.” Jerry lifted a finger from his chest to point at his brother. “You did the Sleeping Beauty thing for years until Dad sent you back to Earth. I was awake and alive the entire time. You’re my little brother now.”

“The hell I am.”

“Well, one of us is going to ask the other how to get through his twenties when there’s nothing but work, family and war to deal with. The other will ask for details about skin-care routines,” Jerry said.

Ely mulled over those possibilities for a moment. “It’s the amniosis. Great for the complexion. Helps that we don’t get a lot of sunlight,” Ely said. “Did you say Dad sent me back? It wasn’t a family decision?”

“Dad played the ‘I’m the governor’ card to override Mom and me. No one knew if the Ibarrans could even fix you. I didn’t trust them. Mom really didn’t trust them. But Dad had faith. When I took command of my own Pathfinder team, I ran myself ragged across these stars looking for any information about the ‘Sacred Intelligence’ stuck in your head to bring you back to life. So did Carson. We were working a promising lead when the gravity tides lined up just enough to send a life pod back,” Jerry said.

“And? Did that pan out?” Ely asked.

“Nope. Dry hole. Dad’s faith panned out, I guess. Worked out for you, didn’t it?”

“In a roundabout fashion. There was plenty of fighting and dying along the way. I was hoping that after all these years Terra Nova would be the tranquil world we were promised it would be,” Ely said.

Jerry laughed a deep belly laugh that reverberated through the pod.

“Yeah, so much for that,” Ely said.

“Whew.” Jerry wiped a tear away. “Haven’t had a laugh like that since that time you blew up Mom’s hair dryer.”

“Wasn’t my fault,” Ely grumbled.

The pod pulled into a lot guarded by more doughboys. Jerry led him to another lift that took them to a level where the air was heavier and smelled of old rust.

“Bastion’s climate-controlled. The Lotan can’t handle Terra Nova’s air pressure or the atmo mix,” Jerry said. “You’ll know them when you see them.”

“Fun.” Ely rubbed his nose.

Jerry took him to an airlock. On the other side was a circular pod covered in a small glass dome. Several humans were at the fore, along with tall, silver-haired aliens. Another pod was illuminated in the dark chamber. A holo displayed on the dome, but Ely’s view was blocked by those ahead of him. The air was far closer to Earth norms in the pod than the access tunnel.

Chief Carson was in a wheelchair, a foil, thermal reflecting blanket around her shoulders.

Governor Hale looked over his shoulder to the new arrivals. A look between joy and fear crossed his features before his mask of command returned.

Danny Standish beamed a smile at them both, her face a little ruddy.

“How certain are you?” A computer-translated voice spoke through speakers in the pod.

“The interrogator only wanted to know about your home world, Ambassador,” Carson said. “Defenses…and something called the—I cannot speak the word correctly. The hurr-eek-tsh. We don’t have the same vocal cords.”

“The Hurektich,” the computer voice said. “We’ve adjusted the translation protocols.”

“You know it?” Carson asked.

Ely and Jerry ambled up to the back of the group. Fleet Admiral Zabala, Prince Eneko, Admiral Jahns, and their parents barely acknowledged their arrival. On the holo screen were aliens with bullet-shaped heads and feline snouts covered in white, shaggy fur. Each wore dark tan tunics that left their arms exposed. The same fur on their arms had a slight wavy texture.

The taller one had a cybernetic optic in one eye socket; the other was covered by a dark leather patch. A much shorter one, and evidently the female of the species given the contours of her tunic, had a more pristine appearance.

“Of course we know it. It’s our most sacred enclave.” The taller one’s snout bit at the air as air bladders in the throat pulsed.

“What the hell is that?” Ely whispered to Jerry.

“Lotan,” Jerry leaned close to say.

Marie turned and gave them a mother’s glare that made both men bunch up their shoulders.

“It is your belief that the Inheritors mean to invade our planet?” the taller Lotan asked.

“Well, Ambassador,” Carson said, raising her chin and licking her bottom lip, “is there a reason for the Inheritors to invade? Your world is outside the FTL disruption envelope Terra Nova provides. Despite our offers.”

“Our fight isn’t with the Inheritors or any other faction. We maintain strict neutrality,” the female Lotan said.

“Then why are the Inheritors coming for you?” Carson asked.

The air sacks in the Lotan’s long necks warbled.

“It’s because the legends are true, aren’t they?” Carson leaned forward, a bite to her words. “You’re hiding artifacts from the Sacred Intelligence.”

“These are baseless rumors,” the female said. “Lotan space is Lotan space. We do not tolerate outsiders and your sanction was both earned and adjudicated by our magistrates.”

“She and her team did ten months for ‘trespassing’ into Lotan space not long after you went on ice,” Jerry whispered to Ely.

“Well, then I’m sure that’s all you have to tell the Inheritors when they show up. Suppose we’re done here?” Carson asked Governor Hale.

“Good luck,” Hale said and reached for the controls.

“Wait!” The Lotan female popped to her feet, barely reaching the middle of the other’s chest. “Wait…how certain are you that the Inheritors are determined to acquire Sacred Intelligence artifacts?”

“The Inheritors make extensive use of Qa’Resh—what you call Sacred Intelligence—technology,” Prince Eneko said. “They know exactly what they’re looking for.”

“Then perhaps…a defense negotiation is in order,” the smaller Lotan said.

“What are you hiding?” Carson asked. “Let me tell you something about our recent arrivals from our home galaxy, Kay’vosh. These are the American subspecies of humans. You remember when I described them to you? These are the most aggressive and deadly products of our evolution. This is the breed that trains for conflict from birth and entertains itself with games of war for fun. Now they’re here and they’ve brought their war suits. Armor. Because we just weren’t happy with the amount of killing we could do on a regular basis.”

“You brought Americans?” the male asked.

“They beat the Xaros. They can beat the Inheritors. Now tell me what you’re hiding. Americans don’t take well to being tricked. What did I tell you about them? The one thing you should never forget about them?”

“That there is no better friend and no worse enemy. But we do not have any hydrocarbon reserves and we have not attacked you in a dishonorable manner,” Kay’vosh, the male, said.

“If you lie to us and we shed our blood for that lie, you will be our enemy. So do you want to be these American humans’ friend or enemy?” Carson asked.

“There are four Sacred Intelligence artifacts secured within the Hurektich,” the smaller one said. “I have not been inducted to the required circles to know the specifics. Neither has Kay’vosh.”

“I knew it!” Carson shouted. “You bunch of furry, lying sacks of—”

Danny put a hand on her shoulder.

“We hereby beg for military aid to oppose the Inheritors.” The smaller one held her palms out to them, then crossed her hands over her chest and bowed deeply.

Carson gasped.

Kay’vosh did the same.

Danny hit a mute button on their holo projection and their dome went opaque.

“They’re surrendering to us,” Carson said. “A little…unusual for them.”

“Are they worth helping?” Jahns asked, his voice heavy with an Australian accent.

“If they have Qa’Resh technology that the Inheritors want, then it is worth defeating that plan,” Prince Eneko said. “That the Inheritors demanded knowledge of these Lotans and not the defenses around Terra Nova makes their priorities clear. Defeating their plans is better than defeating their soldiers.”

“Well, we didn’t come here to fuck spiders,” Jahns said. “The longer we sit in orbit, the more time the Inheritors have to get ready to fight us.”

“I don’t know if spider analogs are native to Terra Nova, but I agree with the sentiment,” Eneko said. “I propose sending every ship not needed to defend the colony to defend the Lotan.”

“It shall be done.” Governor Hale unmuted their pod.

The Lotan were still in their position of submission, throats warbling.

“We will help you,” Carson said. “But there will be no secrets between us and you will treat us the same as your Vanguard forces.”

“Agreed.” Kay’vosh lowered his hands. The other stopped warbling.

“When can we leave?” Jahns asked.

“We must alert our Vanguard to the situation or they will attack you on sight,” the female said. “I must return in person to Sanctuary, as the Oligarchy will not accept a message as genuine.”

“These bastards never change,” Carson grumbled.

“I’ll send you back through our Crucible,” Governor Hale said. “We can transit a life pod much farther than a fleet.”

“That is…acceptable,” the ambassador said. “Protector Kay’vosh will assist your planning details.”

Carson slammed a palm on the controls and the holo fizzled out. The lights over the distant ambassador pod shot off.

“Bastards. The lot of them,” she said.

“Americans?” Danny asked.

“Kay’vosh interrogated me for months. We talked,” Carson said.

“I’m not offended by the comparison,” Eneko said, shrugging.

“I sure as fuck am. Just because I command the America doesn’t mean I’m not as true-blue as they come. You tell those shaggy cat-lookin’ weirdos about ’Straya?” Jahns asked.

“Inhospitable to life yet populated by psychopaths,” Carson said.

“I’ve heard worse.” Jahns shrugged.

“When do we leave?” Fleet Admiral Zabala asked.

“Sanctuary is nearly a week away by FTL,” Carson said. “Their frontier is five days away. We need some time to coordinate.”

“Let me spit the ambassador back to her territory. We’ll reconvene in twelve hours. Issue warning orders to your fleets for immediate deployment,” Governor Hale said.

“Another fight?” Ely asked.

“Is there an issue?” Eneko raised an eyebrow.

“No. The sooner we beat them, the sooner we win,” Ely said.

Admiral Jahns wagged a finger at Ely in agreement.

“I’m going with you. I know the Lotan better than anyone else in Terra Nova.” Carson pointed at Danny. “And I want her with me.”

Admiral Zabala made a worrisome grunt.

“Beg your pardon?” Danny looked around.

“You’re the ambassador, aren’t you? You good cop. Me bad cop. I owe these fuckers for taking months of my life away,” Carson said.

“You’ll do great,” Governor Hale said to Danny. “Ladies and gentlemen, we may not all be exactly American Terrans, but we’re human. These Lotan need heroes. That’s what we all are. Union. Nation. Novan. It’s time to be heroes.”

“Send us,” Ely said.

“All of us.” Eneko’s face hardened.


Epilogue

Ashara climbed out of the Morning Star’s inner sanctum. Two Ultari males in robes waited for her. She recognized Yutan by his silhouette right away, as well as the other one.

Quelling panic growing in her chest, Ashara slammed the pod door shut. The force field crackled back to life around the sphere. 

“Are you here to flay the skin from my body and give it to the Inheritors, Lord Krall?” she asked, tossing her cowl back.

The taller robed figure did the same, revealing Krall’s countenance. “Why would I do that? Our allies have expressed no displeasure with recent events,” Krall said.

Ashara’s eyes darted between the two Ultari. “You…are aware that the Terrans and the Zeis just assaulted the Morning Star and caused significant losses to the tall ones?” Ashara lowered her chin slightly to look up at Krall with skeptical eyes.

“Do not use sacred parlance outside the holy place,” Yutan said.

“The Inheritors…are not angry. They’ve ordered our clan to support their assault against the Lotan. We leave immediately,” Krall said. “A replacement interface with the correct genetic markers will arrive from Ultar Prime in the next demi-cycle.”

“Not angry?” Ashara’s lips pressed into a thin line.

“Do you want me to flay you just in case?” Krall asked.  

“Not in here. Cleaning this deck is a chore with just soap and brushes,” Yutan said.

“No, I don’t want to be flayed!” Ashara tossed her hands up. The deep cuffs of her robe’s sleeves twisted around her wrists. “The only reason for them not to be angry is if…is if they wanted Carson rescued. What other explanation is there?”

“We obey. We don’t question,” Krall said. “I need you in command of Reavers, not sitting here in a cult. Let’s go. No offense,” he added to Yutan.

“None taken,” the elderly Ultari said.

“Well then…what choice do I have but to obey?” Ashara looked up at a small dust-covered surveillance bulb that glowed with a faint red light.

“Farewell,” she said.

The light flickered.

+++++

The adventure continues in Shall Not Pass, coming soon!
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