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Space


        Xiniti Space Station Batukti: Edge of Interdicted Space/The Human
Quarantine

Nikataktuk of the Xiniti Jump Gate Command stood alone in his office.
He’d rather be with the rest of his clan, but there were some things
that were easier thought through alone—many things in his position.

He thought at the far wall and it changed. No longer a landscape of the
jungles of his homeworld, it mirrored the stars outside the space
station. He turned toward the wall to the right, calling up a map of
known space complete with jump gates, military installations, and major
trade routes.

Then he used his implant to set the third wall to follow the young on
the park level. Their pack hunting tactics would distract him if he
needed it. He let the park’s audio stream run in the background.

With that set up, he focussed his attention on the map of known space.
Interdicted Space was where everyone expected to find problems, but the
Issakass had a new weapon and were expanding out on the rim of the
galaxy. All reports indicated that species that fought them were
exterminated or at the least defeated. The Issakass had never been
pleasant, but their borders had remained stable for the last two hundred
years. That had changed only in the last two. Along with their expansion
had come a tendency to fight internally. That had never been their pattern.

What had changed? He didn’t know, but he had his suspicions.

They needed more data. He used his implant, assigned teams to
investigate. While it might not yet be his problem officially, he knew
it would be soon enough.

He had a solution in mind. He’d had one since the being the humans
called Lee or “Immortal” visited the Xiniti space station in the humans’
solar systems. That one would be able to handle the problem without
having to involve the Xiniti themselves which was a good thing. There
were only so many of them, and also the Alliance were often too slow to
authorize them to move in themselves.

No, the Immortal could cripple the Issakass long before the Xiniti were
allowed to act. Then when everything had been officially put in motion
they’d be able to risk less hunters from the Xiniti clans.

He liked that idea.

The other matter associated with Lee required a bit more sensitivity. A
few of his proteges had killed a notorious Xiniti criminal. When that
had been reported, he’d followed Xiniti tradition. They’d done the
Xiniti clan a service when they’d killed that creature, removing a stain
on their name, and he’d had the local Xiniti inform Earth that the
humans were now a part of the Xiniti nation.

While true, the humans were young. The clan reasonably expected the new
clan members to undergo the same initiation as all others—to handle one
of the clan’s assigned tasks on their own and without help from the
clan.

He’d found one that seemed suitable, a simple mission that youngsters
with decent training should be able to handle. A small colony of human
refugees near Interdicted Space would be receiving new and highly
controversial colonists. The youngsters would have to protect the new
colonists and the colony for a few days to a week while forces for the
world’s protection arrived.

There were so many aspects of the situation that made the newest members
of the Xiniti Nation perfect for the job. They were human for one,
giving them an immediate connection to the colonists that a Xiniti would
not have. They had a fast, well-armed ship. He’d seen it in action.

Still, there were aspects that troubled him. This might require more
diplomatic skills than he’d expect as they’d been traveling from one
system to another at first. The new colonists were infamous enough that
some government might attempt to collect on the bounty.

And then there was the other potential candidate for adulthood in the
clan. The Xiniti who had been killed by the Immortal’s students had one
child. By coincidence, that child was now waiting for its chance to
officially become an adult in the eyes of the clan. At this time, it was
the only eligible child from that clan that was ready, and given the age
gap between it and the next group, it would remain that way.

Normally, if there were other Xiniti ready, he’d send them all out
together despite any clan differences. He didn’t want to make any
exceptions because they’d killed the child’s father.

The Xiniti had been bringing aliens into their clans practically since
they ventured into space.

If there were trouble, it would be an embarrassment for the clan.

The Xiniti turned away from the map, staring out at the darkness of the
stars that surrounded the station.

He’d made a decision. The Xiniti would go and so would the new human
candidates.

The Heroes’ League “Jet”

We were in space and flying toward Lagrange point four, specifically to
the Xiniti space station that guards the jump gate.

I was flying the jet—which wasn’t really a jet, but was actually a
spaceship that we referred to as a jet and mostly used as a jet.

Imagine a dashboard full of glowing readouts and a window above it that
showed glowing pinpricks of light that were mostly stars except that I
knew some of them were galaxies. Off the top of my head, I couldn’t say
which was which, but the spaceship’s AI could if I wanted.

I didn’t at that moment.

From behind me, Marcus asked, “Why am I along, again?”

Reflected in the windshield, Marcus pulled his stylus away from his
tablet. Brown skinned with black hair, he wore his green  “Shift”
costume, newly configured for space travel.

Leaning back in his chair at the weapons console next to mine, Lee said,
“Because the Xiniti are into family. Don’t worry about it.”

Alone among us, Lee wore normal clothing—blue jeans, a leather jacket,
and t-shirt advertising his martial arts studio.

“Hey,” Marcus said,” I’m not worried. I’m just wondering. I’m not sure I
deserve to be here.”

From the next row back, Jaclyn said, “Which leads to the question of why
I’m here. Marcus is related to me, but I didn’t kill the Xiniti.”

“Or the sheriff or the deputy,” Marcus added.

“Easy,” Cassie said. “You’re being given credit for an assist. Nick and
I couldn’t have hit that guy if you hadn’t taken him on first.”

“It’s nice to know Xiniti culture runs on rules similar to basketball,”
Jaclyn said.

“And similar to South Pacific islanders,” I said. “Daniel mentioned that
there’s a tribe that did something similar to the Xiniti. Basically if
you killed someone in their tribe, you became part of the tribe. I don’t
remember which tribe it was, but you can see the utility. I’m sure there
must have been conditions, but if you do it right, you’d get connections
with tribes all around you.”

“That makes sense,” Jaclyn said. “If they’re really going for
connections, I can see why they might not be fussy about who technically
killed the guy.”

“Might be,” I said, “but there’s more to it than that here. Lee was
telling me about the Xiniti’s sense of honor. Somehow completing a task
they’d been assigned to leaves them in your debt. I’m not sure how that
works or how it helps, but it’s in there somewhere.”

Jaclyn sighed. “It looks like we might find out exactly how… Lee did you
say this counts toward Stapledon credits?”

Lee turned back to face her. “They do. Stapledon requires you to get in
a few hours in space, alternate universes, Faerie… Right now everyone’s
feeling a little leery about visiting Faerie or Infinity City, so until
then we’ll probably be taking people up to the jumpgate or maybe
visiting the USS Jay or USS Kay. You’ll probably fulfill all of yours
before you’re back.”

“Good,” Jaclyn said. “It’s not that going into space and visiting aliens
isn’t amazing, but after everything that happened at Stapledon last
year, I was hoping I’d just be able to do school there this summer.
Except now it’s May again and not only am I not at Stapledon, but I’m
flying away from the planet.”

Still turning around in his chair, Lee said, “If it makes you feel any
better, the Xiniti asked for you specifically. They requested video of
the Xiniti’s death if we had it and once they’d seen it, they demanded
that you be included.”

Jaclyn sighed again. “Huh.”

“Which brings it back to me again,” Marcus said. “I’m here because I’m
part of Jaclyn’s family?”

Lee shook his head. “You’re here because I’ve seen the kind of tests new
Xiniti get and I knew they’d need more people. If we brought Haley, we’d
have to deal with Xiniti dating customs. If we brought Daniel, we’d have
to deal with anti-psionic laws. With Vaughn, we’d be stuck on a
spaceship with a guy who flings lightning… You’re the best choice. The
Xiniti will accept bringing a relative, and you’ve got a power set that
ought to work well in space. Okay?”

“There you go,” Marcus said. “You just gave me a straight answer. How
hard was that?”

Lee turned around to sit in his seat. “Don’t expect it again any time
soon.”

Conversation lapsed then and I turned on the music. Sounds of 70s pop
filled the cabin.

A few songs in, Jaclyn asked, “Are we listening to the Guardians of the
Galaxy soundtrack?”

“That’s not all it is,” I told her. “I grabbed soundtracks from a few
different science fiction movies—Star Wars, Alien, Star Trek, Iron
Man—more than one from some series. Plus I downloaded TV show
soundtracks too—Firefly is the obvious one, but a few other shows too.
Plus, all my regular music.”

I felt like I could hear her eyebrow raise as she said, “So, SF movie
soundtracks plus music that’s mostly appeared in Guitar Hero or
Rockband, right?”

I thought about it and admitted, “That’s about right.”

“Did everyone bring music?”

Marcus and Cassie both said yes and Jaclyn said, “Good. It’s not that I
don’t want to listen to what you have, but I don’t only want to listen
to that, okay?”

“No problem. I think we could switch off between whose music gets
played. This is a small spaceship, if we don’t do something like that,
we’re going drive each other nuts. All we’ve got is the cabin, the
bathroom, and the engine room.”

I turned to look back at her. Tall and darker skinned than Marcus, she
wore a purple costume. As I turned, she was leaning forward, either
toward me or toward the front.

“It’s bigger than my parents’ van when we drove to California. That was
three days with both of my older brothers. It felt like we were on top
of each other the entire time.” She shook her head.

I could imagine it. Her brothers were big guys and they had powers.
They’d shown up for a couple group movie nights in the summer before my
senior year.

“How are they?” Cassie leaned over the arm on her seat. “You said they’d
moved to Atlanta, but I’m almost sure I saw one of them when I fought
the fishmen in DC two years ago.”

Jaclyn shrugged. “Could be. They run around as quickly as I do. I’m sure
at least one of them would show up if DC’s being invaded.”

They kept on talking as we closed in on the Xiniti space station. It
looked like a gray ball floating in space, and also, yes, a little bit
like the Death Star in Star Wars. The resemblances ended with the shape
and color though. For one, the Xiniti station was considerably smaller.
It wasn’t anywhere near the size of a small moon. For another, it didn’t
have an indentation on the top for a planet destroying weapon—at least
that I could see.

I’d been told that the Xiniti had orders to destroy humanity should they
show any sign of causing galactic civilization problems. It stood to
reason that they had the capacity for genocide somewhere on that thing.

Following instructions from the last time we’d been there, I aimed for
the third group of landing bays from the bottom. One of the green force
fields winked out as we approached, indicating which bay we should use.

By the time we’d reached the station, I’d already slowed the ship
practically to zero, but once we were inside the bay, I used the
gravitics to slow us down to nothing and land. The Xiniti station was
just as strange on the inside as it had been the last time. Though the
walls were silver-gray, they weren’t flat. Indentations suggested
pillars or trees and bushes. The lights weren’t set to the level of
brightness humans might expect. It felt like twilight.

The sensors on the outside of the ship reported that the atmosphere was
Earth normal. If this all meant what it had last time, we could go out.

Lee confirmed it by unstrapping himself and standing up. “Get moving
kids. It’s rude to keep them waiting.”

We all looked at each other and got out of our seats, following Lee out
of the ship’s hatch.

A Xiniti stood outside the ship—only one. It looked like the classic
pre-contact UFO hunter’s version of “the Grays,” aliens that appeared in
stories offering enlightenment, or alternately, stuffing probes up
people’s behinds.

It opened its mouth as we stepped out of the hatch, revealing a double
row of teeth. I wondered what that revealed about its homeworld.

“Welcome,” it said, speaking each syllable as if saying the word for the
first time. It held out its hand. Four small metal balls lay in its
palm.

“Please take one ball,” it said, “and touch it to your temple.”

“Do it,” Lee said.

None of us had been wearing our masks, so it wasn’t hard. It held its
hand out to each of us in turn. I picked up the ball, touched it to my
temple and felt a brief pain, realizing that I couldn’t feel the ball
anymore. Moving my hand in front of my face, I couldn’t see the ball at
all. Touching the spot where I’d put it on the side of my head didn’t
help either. There was no lump.

When I paid attention to the others again, Cassie, Marcus and Jaclyn
were doing exactly what I had been. Well, almost. Jaclyn had fixed her
attention on the Xiniti. “What just happened?”

“Successful implantation,” it said. “Your implant will identify you to
other Xiniti and encourage communication. It will take a period to
configure itself to your body and notify you when finished.”

Cassie stared at it, her Abominator gun hanging by a strap on her
shoulder. “I can already communicate with Abominator tech. Did you know
that?”

“Not unusual,” It said. “Interesting technique. We reverse engineered it
years ago. Should be no problem.”

Flashing back to the death of the Xiniti we’d killed, I remembered its
body appeared to be full of alien technology. What had we let into our
heads?

Whatever it was, it wasn’t doing anything immediately. If it turned out
to be useful though, it wasn’t going to be easy to copy it for the team
back home.

“What’s next?” Cassie glanced over at Lee.

“It depends,” Lee said, and then he asked the Xiniti, “What’s the
mission?”

“Your mission will be to slow down the Issakass expansion on the
galactic rim. Their mission will be to protect some human colonists on
the way to their colony and for a few days thereafter. There are other
forces on the way to the colony, but they have other duties and won’t be
able to keep to an easily predictable schedule.”

It stopped, watching us, waiting, I assumed, for more questions. When no
one said anything, it continued.

“You’ll proceed to K’tepolu where you will meet the colonists as well as
the fifth member of your group, a Xiniti. Your implants will recognize
him. It is also the point at which your mentor will depart.” It looked
up at Lee. “We’ll contact you in the normal way.”

“Understood,” Lee said.

Not long after that, we left. We’d had other questions, but the Xiniti’s
answers amounted to “Your implants will have those details.” Rather than
listening to him repeat that again, we’d agreed to say good-bye.

We left, avoiding the jump gates hanging next to the station in space.
Each enormous metal rings had spikes extending outward pointing in the
direction of the other two. I aimed our ship under the approach and
departure lanes. Ships could come through more quickly than I’d be able
to notice much less dodge.

Xiniti ships crowded above and below the gates, all of them shaped like
flattened eggs, most of them sized for one occupant.

As if to justify my fears, a long wedge shaped ship came through in a
blur. I recognized it as a warship—a small one, probably a corvette, and
definitely not a Xiniti ship. It wasn’t surprising. Earth’s gate was a
relatively safe one in human space. From all I understood, the
Abominators had genetically modified humans into stormtroopers and set
them loose in space. For safety’s sake, alien ships around here either
were warships or were accompanied by them.

As we reached the other side of the path, I turned the ship to point
toward the galactic core. At Lee’s advice, I’d already chosen the route.
He’d told me K’tepolu was the destination weeks before we’d even left
Earth. He’d also had a few specific spots he’d wanted to hit along the
way. I aimed for my intended transition point.

I heard steps and realized that Jaclyn stood between where Lee and I
sat. “Hey Nick, I don’t want you to feel like I’m questioning what
you’re doing at every turn, but I’m wondering why we’re flying away from
the jump gates. I thought you told me once that very few spaceships had
the ability to create their own jump points.”

From further back in the cabin, Cassie said, “I’d been wondering about
that too.”

Marcus said, “I assumed he was going to fly around the Xiniti space
station and come back.”

“It’s kind of a long story,” I said.

Lee chuckled.

“Well,” Jaclyn said, “unless you’ve been holding out on us and there’s
another way to jump, we’ve got hundreds of years to hear it.”

“Okay. Give me a second and I’ll explain.”

Jaclyn turned and sat down in the nearest seat. “I’ll be right here.”

I checked the route for obvious potential collisions, set the time for
transition and turned my chair around. With my back to the dashboard and
a great sea of stars, I faced everyone in the cabin.

We had seats for fifteen and only four people to fill them, so it felt
empty. Jaclyn sat immediately behind us, hands folded across her chest.
Marcus sat in the second row, drawing on his tablet. Cassie sat in the
third row. Her sword and her gun lay on the floor (which was either good
or bad since they could both breach the hull). She wore a navy blue
costume with the US flag on her chest. Her light blonde hair reached her
shoulders.

Cassie leaned back in her seat, but watched me. “Lecture away,” she
said.

“The first thing I should mention is that Lee doesn’t want to leave a
trail back to Earth and every time a ship uses a jump gate, the trip is
logged. That means that if we used jump gates the whole way someone
could easily trace us back to Earth. Lee doesn’t want to leave one and
he doesn’t want us to claim to be from Earth either—“

“I’ll tell you about that before I go on my way.” Lee turned around,
interrupting, but then turned back to the dashboard.

“Anyway,” I said. “There are three kinds of jump space. There’s ‘near
space.’ It’s the slowest and it takes about a week of acceleration to
reach faster than light speeds. Even so, it can take years to go places.
It’s also the easiest to use. There’s also ‘jump space.’ It takes about
a week to get anywhere in reach of a jump, give or take a couple days,
but it’s reliable. Finally, there’s ‘blink space.’ Conditions have to be
perfect, but it takes less than a minute to travel and you go further.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Are you saying we’ve got a jump drive?”

Marcus stopped drawing. “Or a blink drive?”

“Almost,” I said. “It’s more complicated than that. Here’s the thing.
Every major system in the League jet was scavenged from alien spaceships
and then repaired and improved by my grandfather. He couldn’t find a
jump drive that would fit in a hull this small, but he could find a near
space drive. They’re all over because you need one to use a jump gate.
They don’t have the power to to get you into jump space, but they can
keep you there if something else pulls you through.”

I looked them over. They were still listening. “You know how Grandpa
repaired and improved everything? Well, he redesigned the power plant to
be more powerful and smaller. Then he did the same to the near space
drive. Now, if we’re in near space, we can accelerate faster than
normal. When we’re at the right speed, I can up the power and jump.
After that, if conditions are right, I can throw us into blink space.
It’s not as good as real jump drives or blink drives. Honestly, it’s a
hack, but it works.”

Shaking her head, Jaclyn said, “Can other spaceships do this?”

Lee turned and answered before I could. “No. Nick and his grandfather
are unusual in how they think about technology. All anybody else would
accomplish is to go into jump and not come out.”

“That’s not quite accurate. I doubt that very many ships can do this,
but the main reason ships have near space drives is so they can
hitchhike on larger spaceships. If you’ve got a near space drive, you
can get close to a larger ship and get pulled into jump space with them.

“After that, you can stick with them or go off on your own. You can do
the same thing with a jump gate—stick with the registered destination or
choose one. So we won’t stick out that much.

“The plan is that we’ll use abandoned or uninhabited systems to get to
K’tepolu and after that we’ll use the gates like everyone else. The
great thing about K’tepolu is that it’s a crossroads. It’s in range of
so many jump gates it’s impractical to trace them all. On the way back,
we’ll use one of the K’tepolu gates and then disappear on our way home.”

I turned back to the dashboard and checked the sensors as well as the
view from the window. We weren’t in danger of hitting anything.

Lee turned back to everyone. “Let me tell you why we’re making this so
complicated. Remember how Nick used a magical connection to me to create
a flaming sword out of nothing? When I do it, it’s no big deal, but
Nick’s not me. We don’t know if that got my relatives’ attention, but we
can’t leave it to chance. I’ve set up a series of distractions in a
number of universes and it’s time to make one here. So, I’m combining
the Xiniti job with my own errand since they coincidentally need me to
be in roughly the same place.”

He grinned at us. “My people probably won’t check the jump gate logs,
but it’s best not to risk it.”

I continued to check our sensors, reading information from the fusion
power plant as well as our relationship to the gateway. We were on our
way to putting Earth between any jump gate user who might be watching
us.

Once we’d done it, I activated the near space drive. The ship hummed and
then the stars outside blurred and stayed blurred. In the screen on my
dashboard, Earth blurred as well with a few bright lights glowing on the
surface. Similar bright lights glowed among the stars.

Marcus said, “Everything just went weird outside. I take it we just
jumped?”

“Technically,” I said, “we transitioned. You transition into near space
because we didn’t actually jump anywhere we changed states.”

Cassie snorted.

“What?” Marcus asked. “Was I supposed to know that? Or were you laughing
because Nick said ‘transition’?”

Oh, I realized. That could get confusing.

Cassie said, “No. The gun was talking. It hasn’t been off the planet in
few thousand years and it’s looking forward to shooting people in space
again.”

Marcus laughed out loud. “Didn’t it get to kill enough things when the
dinosaurs invaded? The way I remember it, you were burning down hundreds
of them at a time.”

Cassie didn’t laugh. “I don’t think he’s got a limit. He loves his
job.”

“I’m so glad we give homeless homicidal weapons a forever home,” Jaclyn
said.

For the next couple hours we watched the blurry stars begin to
stretch—not much, just a little, but enough for Marcus to say, “It’s
beginning to look a lot like Star Trek out there.”

I shrugged, “Well, the near space drive will pass light speed. It’s just
that it’ll still take years to get anywhere. Still, it is cool.”

I checked the dashboard. “Actually, it’s time for another
transition—this one into jump space. We’ll move into blink space almost
immediately after that.”

“That’ll be interesting.” Reflected in the window, Marcus leaned
forward.

I tapped a button. The engine hum grew louder and then faded. As it
began to fade, the blurry starscape of near space faded into endless
gray.

“Or not,” Cassie said.

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “People stare at that for a week?”

As I checked the dashboard again, Jaclyn stared out the front. “That’s
what he said, but it’s not all gray. I think I see patterns. Don’t you?”

“Shh,” Lee held his finger to his lips. “They might hear you.”

She gave a sidelong glance. “Do you mean that?”

He brushed a lock of long black hair back behind his ear. “Eh, maybe,
but people see strange things in jump space. Physics get weird and all.
You know what I mean.”

Jaclyn turned to look at him directly. “I’m betting you’d know more
about it than the rest of us.”

“Transitioning into blink space,” I said as the windows all darkened.
Even so, it was obvious that the gray had turned bright, bright white.

It didn’t last long though, maybe thirty seconds at most and then we
dropped into normal space again. Let’s put that more accurately—we
dropped into ruins in normal space. The screens showed no planets, only
asteroids. It also showed spaceships, some of them the size of small
moons, all of them broken.

Jaclyn gasped as the jagged remains of a particularly large starship
passed in front of us. Tumbling after it came either a mech or a space
suit for a race of giant aliens—this one had ten limbs and reminded me a
bit of an octopus or possibly Cthulhu. It was hard to say.

It wasn’t the only one.

Since I couldn’t find the system’s star visually, I checked the
astrogation system. It had a star. It was a white dwarf, and I’d been
wrong about not being able to find it visually. It was there. It just
wasn’t very bright.

“As I told you earlier,” Lee said, “you’re best off traveling through
normal space till you get past the star and the inner orbits. Make for
the open spot.”

Marcus stood up and walked over to the windows on the left side of the
ship. “What happened here?”

Jaclyn had gotten out of her seat at about the same time and stood near
the front. “Are you going to tell us?”

“It’s the site of a battle, one of the many between the Live and Destroy
factions. I commanded Destroy’s armies and fleets in the fight and they
won. It was a difficult battle, taking place in multiple universes at
the same time. I coordinated troops between them as well as with
versions of the battle where the time stream ran faster or slower.”

He looked up into the darkness above the debris. “It was probably my
greatest moment in their service. I came back here afterward too, but
then only to think. I’d pick a spot up there and look down at the mess.
Now though, it’s just a dead place with many jump points—which makes it
an excellent place to sneak through.”

Lee watched as we flew over a piece of what probably had been a planet.
Maybe it had only been a moon, but it was round on the outside, jagged
on the inside and big.

“They tried to hide there at the end of it,” he said. “They didn’t know
it was the end yet, but I’d gotten my forces out of the area. Once they
were safe, I used a new weapon we’d devised to fight them. It destroyed
their shields, broke apart magical bindings and protections, and
shattered the system’s planets. It damaged the star.”

I looked out toward where the computer said the white dwarf had to be.
I’d wondered about that.

“But we won, and we’d taken out the Live faction’s most powerful
fighters.” Lee stared out into the darkness. “They’d destroyed galaxies
between them.”

Jaclyn turned away from the window and looked down at Lee in his chair.
“What was the weapon? Do you still have it?”

Lee chuckled. “Not a bad question. You don’t have a word for the kind of
weapon it is. Your species isn’t making them yet even if their
precursors exist. Here’s something that you will understand though—it’s
powered by the cores of several different galaxies.”

Oh. I wondered if it had any connection to his swords. If it did, I’d
held more power than in my hands than I should have.

Jaclyn nodded. “Why fight in the first place? I get that your Live
faction wanted you to leave the younger races alone and let them live. I
understand that Destroy faction wanted to destroy them. What I’m
wondering is why bother?”

“Same reason as violence ever happens—fear,” he said. “But, there’s a
reason for the fear. We don’t experience time like you do. It’s not
completely linear, so we live parts of our future out of sync with our
timeline. A long time ago, some among our people saw their deaths at the
hands of races yet unborn. They were ganging up to destroy us. Others
were seeing their deaths at the hands of their own kind, but the younger
races were on their side. You can guess the way things went from there.”

Jaclyn frowned. “When you see things, are they inevitable?”

His mouth twisted as he looked at her. “That’s complicated. Among all
the parallel universes, there’s only one of us, but we exist in any
universe we choose to. Normally death is no big deal. We manifest
another avatar and go on, but we were seeing true deaths—our sources
destroyed. That’s the kind of death you can’t ignore. It may only have
been a possibility once, but with the Live faction dead or lost and
Destroy’s policies working? We’re already halfway there.”

Before Jaclyn could say anything, Marcus asked, “What do you mean with,
‘Destroy’s policies are working’?”

“The Issakass,” Lee said. “They’re reptilian—kind of irritating to deal
with, greedy, penny-pinching… But they’re not homicidal maniacs who stop
killing their enemies only to kill each other. The problem is that
that’s what they are now and I know why. It’s one of the archeological
finds my people littered the galaxies with. The question is whether
we’ll have to kill all of them or only most of them.”

He shrugged. “Destroy won’t be disappointed either way. It’ll be the end
of trillions of beings. Since there’s no way to fix them once they’re
infected, it’s a question of mass murder or genocide.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “I’ve got to admit I was a little disappointed
you weren’t coming with us, but I’m glad we’re not going with you.”

Lee glanced out the window toward the darkness that surrounded us. “I
don’t think you’re ready for that kind of mission yet. As for me, I’ve
had to handle worse.”

For a time after that, all we did was look out the window. It wasn’t as
exciting or even as depressing as you might imagine. Solar systems are
huge and even after a gigantic, planet shattering battle, this one still
didn’t resemble the ones in movies where you dodge endless asteroids.

More than anything else, it felt empty. We were close enough to the sun
that we would have been within the orbits of the inner planets if there
were inner planets, but there weren’t. The sun should have been a
presence, but it wasn’t. I could find it with the computer’s aid, but it
didn’t stand out much from the darkness around it.

If I wanted to, I could use the ship’s sensors to zoom in on ruined
ships and worlds, but I didn’t. I kept my eyes on the sensors. I knew it
had to be paranoia, but I felt like something might be watching us. The
sensors didn’t detect life though—not even archeologists or salvage
operations.

I didn’t know where it was, but if I had to guess, I would have said
“up”—more or less where Lee said that he’d watch the system.

Before the feeling passed from “nothing to worry about” to “I probably
ought to tell Lee,” Cassie said, “This is going to sound crazy, but I
think we’re being watched, and I think it’s up there.”

She pointed in the same direction I’d been worrying about.

“I’ve had the same feeling,” I told them.

Jaclyn, (who had gone back to her seat by then) looked at each of us,
and said, “You mean I wasn’t imagining things.” Then she eyed Lee.
“That’s bad news, isn’t it?”

Lee took a deep breath and looked out the window, staring upward,
frowning. “It’s bad news.”

Then he turned back to the group of us. “Nick might remember that when
we talked about my people, I told him that I wouldn’t notice them, but
that he would. That’s because I was assuming that they’d be hiding the
same way I’m hiding. He’s not. He’s broadcasting his position so that
anyone who can sense us can hear.”

I glanced over at him. “Would flipping into near space help? It wouldn’t
with a starship, so I’m guessing it won’t…”

Lee shook his head. “It won’t help. Shifting into blink space might
work, but depending on who it is, well, that still might not do it. Stay
in normal space. Don’t speed up. Don’t slow down. Pretend you don’t feel
anything.”

“Okay,” I said. I tried not to think about what might be up there. While
Lee hadn’t even ever told me his species’ name, I knew enough. It was
near immortal, alien, and that those still living feared all sapient
life but themselves. It would destroy Earth if we hinted that Lee had
been there teaching people and it would call more of its people to
finish the job.

While I’d never been sure whether they sounded more like Lovecraft’s
Outer Gods, Marvel’s Thor mythos, Kirby’s New Gods, Babylon 5’s First
Ones, or Zelazny’s princes of Amber or Chaos, I knew that I hoped never
to meet another.

Concentrating on the controls, I watched our progress toward what I
calculated would be the optimal point to switch into near space. It was
only a few hours away.

“I know you’re probably all feeling scared,” Lee began, “ and you’ve got
every right to be because if they recognize me, you’ll all die. But
here’s what you have to remember—they can’t recognize me. All they can
do is recognize that you’ve been affected by me, and you can control
that—at least a little.”

“I’m game,” Jaclyn said. “It sounds better than dying. What do we have
to do?”

Lee grinned. “Put simply? Don’t look up. Because you’ve spent so much
time with me, your perception passes slightly into other places. If you
look up where I told you I’d watch, you might see something there, and
if you do, it will see you. Don’t do that.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jaclyn blink. “I wasn’t going to, but
thanks.”

“Great,” Lee said. “One more thing. Nick, if you’re tempted to bring a
sword into existence, don’t. You shouldn’t be able to without that gem
Amy made, but don’t. Okay?”

“I wasn’t either, but I definitely won’t now.” I thought about that as I
said it though. If the thing started chasing us, that might turn out to
be a good idea. I decided to ask Lee about it if it came up.

“Good. Now, since you’re going to be at this for a couple hours, why
don’t you watch a movie or something? I’ll watch the sensors.”

“I’ve got this,” Cassie said and pulled a tablet out of her backpack.
After some fiddling around, the movie appeared in the back of the cabin.
That’s literally “appeared.” The video appeared in the air without a
screen.

A few minutes in, I looked over at Cassie. “Bring It On?”

“It’s a good movie,” she said and continued to watch it.

Not having much of a choice, I did. It didn’t escape my notice though,
that I was watching a movie about cheerleaders stealing routines from
each other while trying to avoid the notice of a being that would
literally destroy everyone I cared about, starting with us.

Still, there wasn’t much else to do, and, if you want me to be honest,
it wasn’t a bad movie. As soon as the credits began to roll, though, I
turned back toward Lee. “How are we doing?”

“Not bad. We’re not dead and we’re nearly to the jump point. See for
yourself.” He waved his hand at the controls.

He was correct. We were in the middle of infinite inky blackness, stars
in the far distance and no planets worth mentioning nearby. This was the
ideal spot to transition into near space. With luck I could hit jump
around the jump point.

“Transitioning to near space,” I said. The stars stretched in the
blackness.

Cassie spoke up. “Does anybody else feel like it’s following us?”

“Oh no,” Jaclyn said.

Marcus said, “I barely feel anything.”

When Cassie had started, I’d been too distracted by the ship to notice,
but after? I felt it too. It felt like something big and empty was
coming after us.

Lee said, “Remember, it’s trying to provoke fear. If you don’t show any,
it won’t know you can sense it. Do what you would have done without it.”

The only good news I could find in that was that I’d always been
planning to jump at this point anyway. Even so, I didn’t hurry. I took a
couple more breaths, found that we’d reached the point where I normally
would have jumped, and jumped the ship.

All the windows showed impenetrable gray, but I could still feel
something. Could it have followed us into jump? Was I just afraid? I
didn’t know. I’d been planning to blink anyway, so I watched for the
right moment. When I changed states, the gray turned to white. After a
minute, we were expelled into normal space and a normal star system.

Lee assured me that this one had a planet where the native life was
sapient mushrooms. “Or,” he added, “maybe they’re normal mushrooms with
hallucinatory side effects when eaten? Maybe both.”

Two near space transitions/jumps/blinks later, we still didn’t feel
anything following us. Had we gotten away? I hoped so.

After passing through three more star systems, I was almost certain we
were free of well, whichever of Lee’s people was watching the place.

I glanced over at Lee. “Do you know who it was?”

Lee shook his head. “I lost track of where everybody was long ago. That
place was never part of the galactic main. It happened to be
strategically useful to the Live faction at that time. I only ever came
back because it was important to me—not because it was important.”

He frowned. “Whatever else may be true, we can be sure that they sensed
something when Nick drew the sword even if they didn’t get the location.
They think I’m out and about. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been
watching there.”

Leaning back in his seat, he added, “Knowing that almost justifies the
risk of going there. I’m going to have to sell what I do next though. My
people will be watching. They just don’t know it yet.”

He looked up at the windshield and pointed, “Go that way for the
jumpgate. K’tepolu is one jump from here. Once we use it, we’ll be
logged into the system, but it shouldn’t raise any eyebrows. A lot of
traffic comes through here and there’s more than one unofficial jumpgate
out on the fringes.”

I checked the sensors. He wasn’t wrong. Even though the system didn’t
seem to have an inhabited planet, there were more than thirty ships in
the system, all of them heading toward the jumpgate.

As I watched the screen, the colors changed, or if they didn’t change, a
golden glow surrounded the screen.

I looked around the cabin. The glow didn’t go away. If anything, I saw
more colors. Looking out the window was easiest. A little added color
didn’t make much difference against the darkness outside.

The screens on the dashboard made me feel queasy—conflicting colors
fought to be seen and the words were overlaid with additional words.

I hoped I wouldn’t throw up.

“Looks like you’re in final stage of implantation.” Lee tapped on the
dashboard. “I’ll fly. I’m told it’s disorienting.”

Behind me, someone (probably Jaclyn) tried to say something. She sounded
like she was speaking in tongues.

I don’t know how long it went on. I felt half out of my body the whole
time and couldn’t think straight, much less read well enough to know how
much time passed. However long it was, it did stop. Rainbows of color
shrunk into straight black lines, golden light disappeared, and my
nausea disappeared, leaving me sitting in front of the dashboard in a
ship in space.

Everything was normal, but I knew better. In the same way I could feel
my legs, I could feel the implant. I knew its main functions:
communication (including language translation and computer
user-interface), and cultural knowledge and history with a focus on the
Xiniti. I investigated the languages, learning that it knew thousands,
all the major galactic languages, many minor languages, and a smattering
of languages from other galaxies.

Remembering that the Xiniti we’d met told us that our implants would
have the mission details, I requested them. It responded, “Information
will become available as needed.”

In short, they’d feed us information at the Xiniti’s pace.

From behind me, Cassie said, “Everyone’s finally coming around.”

I turned around. Jaclyn was blinking her eyes and shaking her head.
Marcus was stretching his arms. Cassie, however, sat up straight in her
chair, watching all of us.

“What happened?” I asked. “Was it easier for you?”

“Get this,” Cassie said. “You know how I was worried it wouldn’t work
with the Abominator stuff in my head?”

“Yeah?” I said.

She laughed. “It actually made it easier. The implant has to configure
itself to communicate with us? The Abominator stuff already does that,
so it plugged into there and I was done.”

It occurred to me to check what the Xiniti implant allowed me to
communicate with and then I knew the answer. All of us were included,
but that wasn’t all. I sensed the ship’s computer, “HAL”—Marcus’
nickname for the ship’s AI (an alien AI that specialized in fleet
strategy and tactics), and a presence that was near Cassie and labeled
“indirectly accessible.”

Knowing what that had to be, I concentrated on the ship’s computer.

The results were far better than I expected. At first, I realized that I
no longer needed to look at the dashboard to know details about the
ship’s speed, the amount of fuel in the tank, the fusion plant’s current
power output… I knew the answer, but more than that, I could adjust
anything with my head that I normally would have adjusted with my
hands—including the weapons and shields.

I could even adjust my perceptions so that it felt like I was flying
through space, leaving me barely aware of my body in the chair.

Were all the pilots using implants, I wondered? They’d be reacting
almost at the speed of their thoughts. Had Grandpa had one?

I let myself become aware of my body again, but continued operating the
ship without using my hands. “Wow,” I said aloud. “Does everybody have
these?”

Lee shook his head. “People from richer worlds? Yes. People in the
military? Yes. Most people have less invasive modifications or none at
all.”

Reflected in the windshield, Marcus shook his head. “Have you opened the
files on Xiniti customs? They’ve got more than fifty major clans and
they’re all different from each other. This is crazy.”

“It is,” Jaclyn said. “I hope the implant suggests the appropriate
responses because finding them… There’s a lot to look through.”

I would have responded except that the implant flashed a red arrow at
me. It pointed toward three gray rings floating in space. Earth’s
gateway had rings too, but these were much larger and understandably.
The ship’s sensors now showed more than forty ships nearing the rings.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Cassie said, “but I’m going to let my gun
communicate through my implant. It knows a lot about Abominator stuff.
Plus, it’s a little wearing to be only one who can hear it sometimes.”

It became audible midway through a rant it was aiming at um… the
universe?

“—AND NOW, MONGRELS, I RETURN FROM EXILE! FEAR ME OR BURN!”

Jaclyn’s jaw dropped and we all turned to stare at Cassie.

“Yeah, I know,” she said. “Welcome to my life.”





K’Tepolu


        From a Report by Agent 957 of the Human Ascendancy’s Genetic Management
Office…

Location: K’Tepolu System

Date: Day 139 in year 9043 of the Human Ascendency

To: [Name Redacted], Director of Breeder Reclamation

It’s my hope that the War Council will no longer be involved in our
operations, but rather that their involvement will be limited to
providing assistance that only they can provide and making any requests
they might have clear. As they’re not in my chain of command, they
should not be making any sort of attempt to give me orders or use our
resources for their own projects.

Our management of the breeding stock has provided them with thousands of
years of effective soldiers, spacers, and technicians with no loss of
quality or deviation from the designs of the Architects. It could even
be argued that we’ve been responsible for some slight improvements and
efficiencies in the process of their creation.

I inform you of this because their current involvement in my mission
very nearly caused me to lose track of the escaped breeders.

One month ago I was requested to watch a group of breeders whose purity
officers suspected that they were preparing to escape. This was a mixed
bloodline group associated with Cterrek, one of the larger cities in the
K’tek system. The group is believed to have been contacted by the
Institute for Human Freedom, a charity funded by many Alliance worlds.
Our intelligence personnel have reason to believe that the Hrrnna funded
its creation and continue to give money to the group.

After the breeders disappeared, it was found that the breeders had been
saving money at higher rates than the norm.

There’s no law against breeders saving money. In fact, it’s been found
that the more control breeders have over their own lives, the better
they accept our occasional interference.

Contact with foreign powers, however, is illegal. That, I’m disappointed
that we didn’t detect. When I was last in contact with them, our people
were still searching for the methods they used to avoid our detection.

However they did it, they disappeared from their residences, their jobs,
and all their relationships in one moment. The next time we became aware
of them, it was because one of their own number contacted us through
their world’s network. The next we knew, we’d assigned personnel to
track them, not least of which included me.

I went immediately to the nearest starport, requisitioned a starship and
began following them as I am now.

Within a few jumps, they made it outside Interdicted Space. Our forces
could have caught them if I’d had the ability to compel their obedience
instead of the other way around. When we jumped to the edge of
Interdicted Space, my ship was surrounded by heavy fighters given the
responsibility to keep citizens within the Human Ascendency.

I was then ordered to cease pursuit and to report to one of several
systems to assist them in border patrol operations. Though they weren’t
in my chain of command, they’d convinced local officers that my ship was
necessary to their efforts. With some work,
I was able to contact our headquarters to countermand the order and
given leave to pursue my original mission.

By that time, I had hopelessly lost the breeders’ ship. Only an ansible
message from a mole among the breeders put me on track. I was able then
to follow them to K’Tepolu.

I’ve hidden my ship among the asteroid belt near K’Tepolu and have
continued to be updated regarding current events by the mole.

I have learned the following:

1. The breeders are receiving some level of cooperation with the
Alliance government. As suspected, the Alliance has designated a world
for breeders to settle. The mole does not know the coordinates, but does
know that it’s within a few jump gates of K’Tepolu. When they do leave
K’Tepolu, we’ll have the opportunity to destroy them or to follow and
learn the colony’s location. My recommendation is that we hold off and
discover the colony’s location as well.

2. My recommendation that we hold off is connected to another
piece of information I’ve learned. The Xiniti will be escorting the
craft to the colony. My ship has no chance against the Xiniti standard
ship or a Xiniti crew. If it were to turn out that the Xiniti are not
directly protecting the ship, my recommendation might change to
capturing and interrogating the escort for the location of the colony.
That would depend on the nature of the escort.

3. If recapturing or killing the breeders is regarded as more
important than discovering the colony, we currently have an opportunity
to strike. The Xiniti have not yet arrived. The only major risk is that
the authorities at K’Tepolu might learn who attacked the breeders and
prevent future Human Ascendency ships from using the port. The economic
damage from that could be considerable.

Awaiting your response,

Agent 957

K’Tepolu lay ahead of us. It wasn’t a planet. It was a collection of
asteroids connected by tubes. As statements go, that was an
understatement. Two huge asteroids, one following another, lay in the
middle, connected to each other by round, gray structures wide enough
for spaceships to fly inside. That was the only attempt at a pattern
that I could see in the construction. The rest of the asteroids stuck
out from the main ones with no rhyme or reason, sometimes with a tube to
another asteroid, sometimes isolated.

Even more disturbing from an engineering perspective, there were
multiple levels. While some asteroids had a tube to only one asteroid,
many of them had six tubes (four to asteroids on their level, one
pointing up and the other down). Most had more than six tubes and they
were almost always diagonal instead of straight.

It wasn’t even possible to come up with an overall shape for the
conglomeration of parts. Few of the asteroids pointed in the same
direction, some stuck out from the main group—with another two or three
attached to the end and additional tubes that led deep into the mass of
asteroids.

Jaclyn summarized my thoughts in a sentence. “What a mess.”

Marcus laughed. “And here I was thinking that it was cool. I mean, that
says space. You can’t build stuff like that on Earth. It’d be crushed
under its own weight. Plus, look at all the spaceships.”

It was hard not to see them. We’d seen a lot near the jump gate—which
had rings several times larger than the last jump gate we’d been through
and that one in turn had been several times larger than Earth’s. It had
flashed white and a stream of ships of all sizes had come out. When it
was over, it had flashed again and several more had come through.

K’Tepolu, for lack of a better cliche, reminded me of a beehive.
Spaceships, small and large, flew between the asteroids, dodging the
connecting pieces and landing inside the open bays.

Something dinged inside my head. The words “K’Tepolu Station” appeared
along with it. I mentally agreed to take the call.

“Xiniti ship… Beeblebrox?” The perfect, androgynous voice didn’t quite
seem to know what to make of the name. It didn’t sound like a Xiniti
ship.

“That’s us,” I said.

“Since this is your first trip here, we’re giving you a berth on one of
the outside asteroids. We’ve sent your ship the berth number as well as
your approach route. If you choose to manually control your ship, please
follow our directions precisely. If you don’t believe you can do it, let
your ship’s computer do it. Timing is essential. Imprecise approaches
risk collisions.”

I don’t know if I would have tried it without the implant, but with the
implant it wasn’t bad. They weren’t kidding
either. Ships crossed my path both before
and behind me. With as many ships as I’d seen, it made sense, but I
wondered if they might be overdoing the coordination.

On a whim, I started the song “Major Tom” playing.

As we approached our landing spot, Cassie watched our destination
asteroid grow bigger as the ships behind us branched off, decelerating
as they aimed for their own landing bays.

“Did you notice that there are landing spots on every asteroid? It’s
like they added them to each new piece instead of designating one
starport.”

My implant volunteered that that was exactly what they’d done. I opened
my mouth to tell Cassie, but she shook her head, saying, “I know.”

When I brought the ship inside, the directions said to turn off the
maneuver jets. I did, and the gravity panels on the floor and ceiling
moved us along.

As we floated down through the hangar, ships stacked on shelves on both
sides of us, I asked Lee, “What kind of place is this?”

Lee leaned back in his chair. “Ask your implant… I’ll give you a hint
though. It’s from that movie. The one with spaceships?”

Everyone looked at him.

“You’ll never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy,” he said,
and then he grinned.

Marcus shook his head, “Star Wars? How long has it been since you
watched a movie?”

Lee shrugged. “Not important, but before I go, I should tell you a
couple things. First off, you’ve probably got an effectively unlimited
expense account. You’ll have to check your implant. They might be less
generous with young Xiniti who have to prove themselves. It’ll cover
docking fees and food at the very least. If yours is unlimited, don’t
abuse it. It won’t look good. You don’t want to fail this test that way.

“Second, most people will leave you alone. Humans are scary because of
being the Abominators’ soldiers. Humans who are part of the Xiniti
nation are doubly scary because everyone
knows how you become part of the Xiniti, but… There are some people who
will see it as an invitation. Watch out for them.”

The ship floated upward, landing in a row next to several other
similarly sized ships. The row was only five deep, but there were rows
on either side as far as I could see.

We stopped moving. Lee said, “Well, that’s it. I’m going to leave. I’ll
see you when I’m done. If you’re done first, don’t wait for me, but do
leave a message for me. The Xiniti implant has a name that will find me.
Any questions before I go?”

I checked my implant, knew Lee’s alias as well as the name of the Xiniti
we’d be taking on, the ship and colonists that we’d be guarding… It
seemed complete. “I’ve got one question. If we could bring relatives,
could I have brought Rachel too?”

Lee stood up from his chair, letting the restraints fall to its side.
“Sure, but it would make things complicated. Her intangibility means
more than you think and we don’t have time to sort that out right now.
Let’s just say she’d have connections to more than just the Xiniti, and
we don’t need that.”

“Okay,” I said.

Then, taking the form of a Xiniti, he stepped through the nearest hatch,
stopping for a moment. “One more thing. If you go back without me, don’t
go through the system with the battle.”

We watched him go. Gray skinned with big all black eyes, Lee wore a
silver robe that would have made many UFO fans confident that they were
right after all. What they wouldn’t have known is that the silver robe
could reform into a Xiniti battle suit, complete with weapons.

I only knew it because my implant provided the information—just like it
provided me the location of every Xiniti on the station. Aside from Lee
and ourselves, that meant exactly one other, Katuk, the Xiniti who was
meeting us here.

There were several more off the station. Their ship was docking at an
airlock not far from us. Not coincidentally, Lee was walking toward that
very same airlock. Within minutes, he’d boarded the ship, and within an
hour after that, the ship passed through the gate.

The station made ship traffic and gate use available via video or
implants. I told the implant to notify me if anything happened to his
ship and when it appeared to be a minute from going through the gate.

It’s not as if we watched his every step though. Once he disappeared
into the doorway at the wall of our bay, we could only watch him in our
heads—assuming we wanted to. We had bigger issues to deal with.

I didn’t know how the others felt, but as Lee disappeared through the
door, the full weight of the situation fell on me. It was all ours to
handle now. We’d be responsible for keeping fifty colonists and their
spaceship safe and then protecting the colony for however long it would
be before their regular protection arrived.

We turned four chairs to face each other and sat in the ship. The
spaceship’s windows now looked out into what was basically a spaceship
parking garage. Though cool in its own way, it was much more mundane
than staring out at the stars.

Jaclyn said, “We should make a plan. From what I’m seeing about the
mission requirements, the more quickly we get the colonists out of here,
the better it will be.”

I wasn’t sure specifically why, but a quick look at the mission files
came back with the information that all the colonists were wanted by the
Human Ascendency, one of the larger “nations” inside human space. It
included hundreds of worlds. The files described it as being closest to
Abominator culture of all the human nations. Somehow this was relevant
to the fact that they were “breeders” and that agents of their Genetic
Management Office would be coming after them.

I decided I’d have to read them in detail later, but I said, “I guess
so. There are a few parts that I’d hoped we’d have time for me to
replace—“

“What?” Cassie interrupted me. “Don’t they work?”

I shook my head. “It’s not that. They’re all parts for faster than light
travel. You replace them before they go bad because you don’t want to
discover they’re bad when you need to jump or worse, while you’re
jumping.”

Marcus cocked his head, “What happens then?”

I shrugged. “I’ve never had it happen, but I’m sure it’s bad. Best case
scenario, you’d pop into normal space before you went very far. Worst
case, maybe you never come out of jump.”

Marcus blinked. “Yeah, let’s not do that.”

Raising an eyebrow, Cassie asked, “Don’t you have spares?”

I shook my head. “Not really. I can’t fit everything we need in a ship
this small. K’Tepolu’s big enough that it probably has spares as well as
specialty shops to construct them if it doesn’t.”

Jaclyn’s eyes narrowed. “Whoa. How long would that take.”

“Not long,” I said. “They’re atypical, not insanely weird. Maybe four
hours of work if I have to rent space to do it myself.”

Sighing, Jaclyn said, “I’d been thinking we’d meet the colonists
together, but we should split up. You and Marcus go get that done and
Cassie and I will meet the Xiniti and the colonists.”

Marcus frowned. “It’s not that I don’t want to go with Nick, but don’t
you think he can handle getting the parts on his own? I’m not going to
be much use except maybe for carrying them.”

“It’s smart,” Cassie said. “We don’t know this place. Nick might need
backup.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Jaclyn said.

Thirty minutes later found Marcus and me riding a train through the
asteroid. I use the word “train” loosely since while it was a series of
cars connected to each other, there were no rails. Also, people tend to
use train when they mean something that runs on the ground on Earth.
This train ran on the main walkway, above it, or below it—probably for
the convenience of the architect.

It felt like riding on a train in Star Wars. Some of the other
passengers were human. The rest were alien—more alien than you can get
out of slapping a prosthetic forehead on an actor. For example? I’m
fairly sure I saw a sapient plant—that or I saw a decorative plant in a
moveable pot.

I’m fairly sure decorative plants don’t drive their pots.

I’m also fairly sure that decorative plants don’t give people “the
frond” when someone cuts in front of them on the way out the door. Being
no authority on rude galactic gestures, I might not have noticed, but
the Xiniti implant was.

Marcus laughed as the door shut and the train silently pulled away from
the station. “I wonder what it thinks of vegetarians?”

“I’m not going to ask it,” I said and looked out the window. While the
train traveled inside closed walls that made it feel like a subway
sometimes, it flew above the commercial areas. Wide open streets with
shops, restaurants and offices lay below us—at least for a while. Then
we started moving up, passing through levels. There were more levels
that could pass as a futuristic downtown, but there were also levels
that passed as factory and warehouse districts. There we passed over
streets choked with floating packages and nothing I recognized as a
living being.

We didn’t stop, but we passed railway stations that were filled with
cargo—huge boxes floating in lines, waiting for the next cargo train.
Soon, we were out of that asteroid, traveling through one of the struts
we’d seen while flying in and able to look out the window at space, the
asteroids and the asteroids’ connecting infrastructure.

I’d done searches on the sort of shop I needed and it was on one of the
inner asteroids. We passed through several more asteroids on the way.
One appeared to be devoted to growing food. Several levels were
different sorts of alien food crops as well as recognizable Earth crops.
I saw wheat and corn. One asteroid had been set aside for a race that
needed chlorine in their atmosphere. They were red, bulky and covered
with a thin layer of slime.

Finally we reached our destination K’Tepolu Two (the second main
asteroid). We got off the main train and took a smaller train line that
was limited to traveling up and down one street on one level of the
asteroid.

This level of the K’Tepolu Two had a high enough ceiling that the line
ran above the street. We took a lift down to the main level. “Lifts”
were essentially square shaped platforms that moved up and down. I
assumed that they had some way to prevent people from falling off or
scraping themselves against the wall around the lift, but if that was
true, it was invisible.

The lift reached the street without a sound and Marcus asked, “So where
are we going?”

Walking down the sidewalk and into a walkway that led through the line
of shops to the next street, I said, “A shop, but a specialty shop where
I can make what I need if they don’t have it.”

He nodded and we followed the walkway across three more streets. None of
these had train lines. Train lines ran down every six streets, making
the third and fourth streets the ones with the cheapest rent.

It felt like it.

The streets weren’t empty, but there were less creatures and more
gravity sleds carrying cargo. As with every street on this level, the
shops reached from the street to the ceiling two stories up. On the main
streets, facades made each shop different whether it was architectural
styles or color. Here, facades were rare. Most shops looked like the
material they’d been shaped from—a nickel-iron asteroid. Like the
streets, they were silver/gray. Sometimes the name of the shop had been
carved in the metal. Most of the time, a full color sign glowed in the
air with nothing visibly holding it.

Marcus looked around the streets. “You know, this place feels like some
of the not very nice sections of Chicago. How close are we?”

I stepped around a tiger-like creature that lay across half the
sidewalk. One of its tendrils clutched a bottle. I said, “A quarter of a
mile. The shop’s called ‘Tinkers’.”

“Tinkers?” Marcus’ expression went slack. Then he pointed, “Down there?”

I followed the direction of hand. He’d asked his implant and he was
right. My implant confirmed it, spelling out “Tinkers” in the air and
drawing a line that pointed at the building.

It didn’t take long to get there and except for nearly being run down by
one of those floating package carriers, it was uneventful. Apparently we
should have registered our intention to cross with our implant and it
would have relayed it to the traffic system. That’s what a synthetic
voice from the package carrier shouted at us anyway.

Marcus looked back as it sped away. “We just got chewed out by an AI.
That’s so weird.” Then he pointed further down the street. “Did you
notice that art supplies shop? I wonder how art is different here?”

I noticed the shop and my implant called up lists of what they sold,
reviews and ratings for the store. “You can go down there if you want.
I’ll probably be here for a while.”

“I’d like that,” he said. “I’ll pick up food on the way back. There are
a couple restaurants around here.” He started walking away and then
stopped. “You’re sure you’re okay with it? I’m supposed to be backing
you up.”

“No problem,” I said, checking the crime statistics for the area. They
weren’t any worse than the main roads on either side.

He left and I walked up to “Tinkers.” The reviews my implant showed me
about the place described it was almost as much a movement as a shop.
Owned by a human named Kee Oataki, it’s purpose was to encourage
innovation—which was why it rented space for modifying equipment in
addition to simply selling it.

Like many of the shops on the street, Tinkers had no facade over the
nickel-iron storefront. Unlike any of the others, they’d melted words
related to Tinker and creation in multiple languages all over the front.
My implant recognized the words and translated them, noting the original
language.

I stepped inside. It wasn’t a big shop and I wasn’t completely sure I
would have recognized it as a shop if I were at home. Machines filled
most of the room and there weren’t any shelves with stocked items. My
implant informed me that the machines would fabricate standard equipment
by default and that it could show me the controls to modify the rest.

A woman stepped out from behind the equipment. “I’m Kee Oataki. What are
you here for?”

She had short, straight black hair, brown skin and wore a blue and brown
jumpsuit that according to the implant worked as spacesuit as well as
work clothes. I guessed that she might be in her early forties.

I pulled out the bag I’d been carrying. It held the parts I had to
replace. “I need to replace parts for my ship’s near-space drive.
They’re slightly non-standard.”

She nodded and started asking questions. The first was, “What size is
your ship?”

I told her, “It’s about one hundred tons.”

She picked up one of the pieces and started to inspect it. “That’s
ridiculously over engineered for a one hundred ton ship.” Then she
added, “But it’s clearly worn and needs replacement. What have you been
doing with the drive?”

I considered lying, but I needed her help. I knew as much about the
ship’s components as Grandpa had bothered to document. I knew the basics
of how each drive worked and what I could do with them, but I wasn’t an
expert.

“It’s an experimental drive,” I began and explained about the modified
power plant and the near-space drive that Grandpa had modified to a
point that it could now handle jump and blink space.

Her eyes widened as I explained. “You weren’t exaggerating about it
being experimental. Let’s see what we can do.”

Sometimes you’ve got no choice but to trust.

We spent the next hour talking about jump, blink, and near-space physics
and how they related to drive design. As we talked, it became obvious
that she didn’t just know more than I did, but that her knowledge
eclipsed mine. At the same time, she never talked down to me. It felt
like the better sort of independent study. She asked questions and I
answered, but from my answers she somehow noticed knowledge that I was
missing and explained it to me.

The longer we kept talking, the more faster than light drives made
sense. It felt like talking to my grandfather, Dr. Nation, or anyone who
could talk about technical issues at exactly the level I needed to
understand them. My mind burned as connection after connection fell into
place.

She sent papers for me to read later to my implant and by the second
hour we were working on the parts. They were common parts even if
Grandpa’s modifications to the drive weren’t typical. Even there she had
observations on things that might need to be changed.

We’d set up a simulation of the drive based on the schematics I had,
Grandpa’s maintenance documentation, and a couple remote connections to
the ship.

“What you need,” she said, “based on your usage isn’t simply parts for a
larger ship, but parts with increased durability, so dedicated blink
drive, or even jump gate parts if they fit. What materials were you
planning to use for the drive’s field radiators?”

I named what Grandpa had used and then added, “But some of the alloys
you showed me might work. The ones the Hrrnna ships use could handle it,
I think.”

She smiled. “That’s a good idea. The Hrrnna made their fortunes in
mining colonies. Many of the best FTL engineers come from their
shipyards.”

Four hours later, the machines were fabricating parts based on Hrrnna
designs and materials, altered for my ship’s specific design oddities.
As for myself, I understood how the reviews could describe it as a
social movement as much as a business. The FTL drive parts weren’t
cheap, but five hours is an awfully long time to spend with a customer.
Marcus came back three times while we were talking, going back to the
art store the first two times and on the third asked, “I’m going to get
lunch. Do you want anything?”

I hadn’t been thinking about it, but when I did I became aware that I
was desperate for food. “Yes, but does anyplace around here even serve
food we can eat?”

Then I thought, and how weird is it going to be?

My face must have showed a little of that last thought because Marcus
grinned. “Their network says there’s a restaurant serving human food a
little further down the street. I’ll have them make yours bland.”

Then he stepped outside. I had a moment’s worry about his safety, but it
went away as I reminded myself that he was wearing one of my new
self-repairing costumes that now doubled as a space suit.

“He’s thoughtful,” Kee said.

“Yeah,” I said, realizing that I hadn’t noticed.

“There’s something I need to ask you,” she said, “and I don’t know if I
should. The two of you seem safe but this is a big thing.”

She looked me over as if she could see inside me. Then she asked, “Who
is it?”

I said the first thing that came into my head. “Huh?”

Her mouth turned into a thin line and in the background machines hummed,
followed by solid clicking noises. At the same time, the sound of the
room took on a dead quality. A glance at the window made me think that
it was thicker than it had been—if that was even possible.

“I think you know what I’m talking about,” she said. When she’d been
talking about FTL drive physics, her voice had risen and fallen to
emphasize points and she’d laughed easily. Now she kept her voice low.

“If you’re like me,” she said, “you know that telling the wrong person
invites the destruction of everyone you’ve ever cared about.”

I felt sure I knew exactly what she meant by that, but I didn’t say
anything. Lee had told me what to do if I met another one of his
kind—ignore it and keep on walking. At close range, they’d be able to
tell that I’d been associating with one of them and I might be able to
recognize them in the same way I could now recognize Lee in whatever
shape he chose to wear.

Pretending not to notice them meant that they might conclude that I’d
spent time with one of their kind unknowingly. It wasn’t a good chance,
but it was better than talking.

He’d never told me how to handle a human associate of one of his kind
who’d recognized that I was one too. Leaving would have been the best
idea, but if all that humming didn’t mean that the doors were shut, I’d
be surprised.

She watched me for a reaction. I don’t know if I gave her one, but I
tried not to.

Taking a breath, she said, “You’ve trusted me enough to let me look at
your experimental drive, hear me out and I’ll let you go whatever you
say.”

Nodding, I said, “Sure.”

“If I’m right, you were told a story like this… A long time ago, one of
the first (or maybe the first) species broke apart. One group wanted to
teach the younger races. The other wanted to destroy them, but couldn’t
destroy them all directly. So the group that wanted to destroy the
younger races seeded the galaxy with traps for the younger races, but
they also tried to destroy those in the Live faction. They’re still
hunting them down. So, the Live faction survives by hiding.”

She looked at me again. “Which one is it? There aren’t many of them
left.”

I became conscious of her brown eyes watching my reaction. Running still
sounded like the wisest choice. I stayed still and didn’t say anything.

After a pause, she said, “Was it the King? The Queen? The Warlord? The
Wise Ones? The Schemer? The Beauty? The Traitor?”

I tried not to show anything more than curiosity on my face. “Are there
more?”

“Enough,” she said, leaning back in her chair and frowning. “I shouldn’t
name any more. You need to understand this even if you don’t know.
Someone close to you is not what they seem. They might appear to be
human, but they’re closer to what you imagine gods to be like. All
people exist in more dimensions than they’re aware of. People who
associate with gods, or whatever they are, stick out. Your friend sticks
out a little. You glow.”

“Oh.” I let the implications sink in and all of them were bad. If I
glowed at close range, then I’d get attention whenever one of them or
maybe even their followers came near me. Almost as bad, when I thought
about it, were the names she’d used. The Traitor had to be Lee, but if
that were so, then the Warlord was someone else. If the Warlord were
the Live faction’s best at leading troops and Lee were the Destroy
faction’s, that would make sense. At the same time, if the Warlord were
better than Lee, that would be a bad thing.

Then I thought of something. “How do you know that I glow?”

Still watching me, she said, “It happens if mortals associate with them
long enough. I’m surprised that you can’t see a glow. If I read you
right, you’ve been exposed to more power than most.”

I thought back to the sword and how I’d drawn it out of nowhere.

“You pulsed,” she said. “What were you thinking about? Whatever it is,
don’t think about it if you fear immortals might be watching.”

“I probably shouldn’t talk any more about this, then.”

She let out a breath. “You’re doing the right thing for now, but not
forever. I don’t know which of them you’re connected to, but whoever it
is has made a substantial investment of time in you. Even though I can’t
know it, I believe we’re on the same side. In the end, we’ll be better
together than apart.”

I nodded. “I’m sure you’re right about that in the long run, but right
now I’m just here because I need new parts. I don’t think I can commit
to something out of nowhere.”

Leaning back and nodding, she said, “I understand. If you change your
mind, you’ll be able to find me.”

After that, the doors hummed again, the windows let more light through,
and I felt a breeze in the room. It left us with an uncomfortable
silence that she broke by asking me about the material my clothes were
made of. Bearing in mind that I wore a self-repairing material that
could be programmed to look like different colors, textures, and shapes,
it opened up a conversation.

She knew more about nanotech than I did too, and while my costume wasn’t
made of nanobots, it did use nanotechnology. Even if it wasn’t as
comfortable as before she’d brought up Lee’s people, I still found her
easy to talk to and learned as we talked.

Marcus came back mid-conversation with lunch. “They’re kind of like
gyros,” he said. I unwrapped the sandwich. It was in a material that
looked like white and red striped paper, but felt like leaves. The
sandwich itself was wrapped in flat bread that really did look like pita
bread. The meat was purple. I looked up at him.

“Don’t ask,” he said. “You’ll be happier.”

Deciding that the same went for the vegetables and the green sauce, I
bit in. The sauce turned out to be tangy with spices I didn’t recognize
at all. The meat was tender and juicy—perfect. The vegetables were weird
but didn’t stand out among everything else.

By the time we finished eating, the parts were done, placed in boxes
along with the protective wrapping and bagged. On the way out, I paid
using the Xiniti implant and said, “Thanks,” to Kee.

I meant it too. In the conversations we’d had, she’d given me an
entirely new way to understand FTL drive design and given me ideas about
how to fix persistent issues I’d had with the Rocket suit.

As we walked out, I wished I’d talked to her about the Xiniti implant.
It connected to the ship by default. It needed to connect to my armor. I
had ideas. The implant had documentation explaining the protocols and
hardware required.

We were out on the street when I decided to step back into the shop for
one more question. I told Marcus, “It’ll be quick, I promise.”

He laughed.

It felt wrong before I even reached the door. I couldn’t have described
how, but I knew that something had changed. It might have been as simple
as the hum of conversation coming from inside. With the entire asteroid
being climate controlled, the door didn’t have to be closed to keep out
wind, rain, or snow, so I stepped inside to find the room completely
different.

It still had machines for fabricating parts, but they didn’t fill the
room. The room was larger and the machines stood next to the walls.
People (or at any rate sapient beings) filled it. The signs and
multi-colored banners on the walls made it feel festive. Humans and
aliens I’d never imagined stood next to the machines, talking about FTL
theory, robot design, and hundreds of other topics. The sound of a
lecture drifted in from the room next door.

A six-armed shaggy lump next to the door rose as I leaned in, rumbling
“Welcome to Tinkers. Is this your first time?”

“No,” I said, “my second. Is… Kee here?”

The Xiniti implant translated what sounded like a hacking cough as “No,
I’m afraid she’s been out all morning. Would you like me to take a
message?”

“Never mind,” I peered into the room. “I’m sure I’ll find her when I
need to.”

Stepping back out, I said, “Thanks,” only to find Marcus next to me.

“Wow,” he said, and then switched over to a Xiniti private communication
channel. We were the only ones on it. “She wasn’t human, was she?”

I thought about it as we walked down the street. “I’m trying to remember
if she ever said she was. She said a lot of things that implied that she
was, but…” I shook my head. “She wanted to find out who we were
connected to and she mentioned some options, but I don’t think she
mentioned herself in the list. I think she’s from the Live faction and I
think that her thing is encouraging technological development in the
younger races.”

“Right,” Marcus said, “so when it all comes to a head, they’ve got
power. It sounds familiar, you know.”

Marcus glanced back at the shop. “If she’s from the Live faction, it
would explain why she did what she did with the shop. She trusts us
because we’re hiding. On the other hand, if she’s from the Destroy
faction, she might have swapped it because it doesn’t matter what we
know. She’s going to kill us all anyway.”

I glanced over at him. He shrugged.

“I’m betting on Live,” I told him. “Otherwise, why set up a shop that
teaches people?”

We turned into one of the walkways that led toward the street level
trains. Marcus nodded. “I like that idea.”

That didn’t stop me from getting the parts inspected at a part store I
found on the network, though. The proprietor, a six foot tall bipedal
slug, looked them over and said, “High quality FTL drive parts based on
a Hrrnna design. Nice. They’d be good for a gate or maybe a deep space
exploration ship.”

I paid him and we left.

Soon after we reached the inter-asteroid train, Jaclyn called us. A
transparent picture of her appeared in my vision along with her name. We
answered and with the obligatory greetings made, she said, “How far are
you from us?”

“Don’t know the distance, but it took us about thirty minutes to get
here,” Marcus began. Then he glanced over at me. “Does that sound
right?”

“Yeah, I think that’s how long it took,” I said. “I bet it’ll be about
the same on the way back—plus or minus traffic.”

The walls outside the train turned into a blur. I didn’t know exactly
how quickly it was moving, but bullet train speeds would not have
surprised me.

“That’s good,” Jaclyn said. “We’re back at the ship. We joined up with
Katuk, the Xiniti who’s joining the group and he’s… interesting. You’ll
have to meet him. You’ve got no choice.”

Next to me, Marcus snorted. “Sounds like they get along.” He didn’t send
that over the channel.

“So that was the good news,” Jaclyn continued. “Here’s the bad news. The
colonists are pretty sure they’re being tailed. They thought they’d lost
their tail, but they’re not sure, so they want to go immediately.”

I said, “I don’t see a problem with that. We’ve got parts and
spares—plus a story to tell where we won’t be overheard.”

Marcus broke in with, “You’ll be wanting to sit down. Think about the
scariest thing that happened on the way here. It’s related to that.”

Jaclyn didn’t say anything for a second. “Are you kidding me? This is
all falling apart. Ignoring everything with cosmic implications for a
second, we can’t go. One of the colonists got off their ship and hasn’t
come back. They sent me a file on her over the network. I’m sending it
to you. She was last seen at a street market. It’s closer to you than
us. I was going to run out there, but Katuk said it wouldn’t work. They
don’t have lanes for me and there’s someplace between here and there
with a chlorine atmosphere. Is that right?”

I thought about it. “Your new costume doubles as a space suit. I never
did test it in a chlorine atmosphere.”

“Even if it worked, the connecting tubes still don’t have pedestrian
routes,” Jaclyn said.

“We’re on our way,” Marcus said.

“And be careful,” Jaclyn said. “I’ve been checking in on what the Xiniti
are legally allowed to do. There aren’t any limits for them, but I’ve
got a feeling that the local government might not be as lenient on
humans.”

“Understood,” I said, and she cut off the connection.

I opened up the information she sent, hoping that implant viruses
weren’t a thing. The file included pictures of Tikki Tegrush, twenty
years old and trained in starship life support systems. Her file noted
that she was in training to become a starship engineer and had the
basics of FTL and normal drives. It also noted that she was of gene line
72-9502 (whatever that meant) and that her parents and siblings had died
in a rebellion on Subsector Capital Five in the Human Ascendency.

The pictures and video showed a woman with light brown skin, long
reddish-brown hair, and wearing a silver and green form fitting
jumpsuit. From the design of the neck, it was obvious that the jumpsuit
doubled as a space suit. Other pictures showed her next to glowing
murals she’d created.

“No kidding,” Marcus said as we both finished with the file. “I was
looking at that stuff at the art store. In fact, I bought a couple of
the beginner kits. Maybe she can show me how it works.”

“If we find her,” I said.

“That’s what I like about you,” Marcus said, “optimism.”

It took less than ten minutes for us to reach Asteroid Twenty-Two, level
seventeen–where we transferred from the inter-asteroid gravity train to
a cross asteroid train.

“Oh my God,” Marcus said as the train slowed to a stop, floating next to
a platform held in the air by a series of towers.

I stared out the window. The “street market” was an open area that went
on for miles. Booths, pedestrians, and floating platforms filled the
space. Along with the huge variety of sapient beings who were there to
shop, musicians performed and food vendors managed the lines in front of
the local equivalent of food trucks.

I assumed that they all took implant managed credit as I wasn’t going to
find an ATM around here.

“I knew it was big,” I said as we went down on the lift, “but I had no
idea.”

“I’ve seen smaller towns,” Marcus said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

When we reached the bottom, I opened up a pouch on my belt and pulled
out a pair of sunglasses. Then I started tapping on my palms. Spybots
flew out of my pouch and took to the air. As they did, I used my implant
to inform the station that they were weaponless drones, the reason for
their use, and the radio frequency they used for communications.

Then I stood next to Marcus, watching pictures from all the bots appear
on the inside of the sunglasses. After using the Xiniti implant, it felt
painfully low tech.

The sheer size of the open market worked against me. One thing worked
for me though—racial prejudice. The Abominators had used humans as their
superpowered stormtroopers before the Xiniti destroyed them. Even though
humans and aliens seemed to interact peacefully here on the edge of both
human and Alliance space, the aliens gave humans extra space.

It hadn’t been so obvious on the trains where different cars were
designed for different species’ needs (chlorine atmosphere, for example,
or chair sizes), but the aliens gave humans enough space for three. I
didn’t blame them either. Many of the humans here weren’t normal. They
looked like supers—whether it was due to glowing eyes, bulging
muscles, or wings. Whatever their looks, the humans here wore pistols on
the belts, rifles across their backs, and wore armor.

“Do you think you can find her? I can take a few of the bots.” Marcus
pulled out his own pair of sunglasses.

We stood next to the base of one of the silver gray towers, flipping
from the view of one spybot to another. Above us, the trains hummed,
moving away from or into the station above us. Smells of spices, grilled
meat, and body odors from aliens and humans alike filled the area. Given
the strangeness of some smells, I couldn’t be sure.

No one interrupted us. I imagined it was because we were visibly human
in addition to showing up as Xiniti citizens to anyone with an implant.

After a time, Marcus said, “I think I found her. I’ll send you
coordinates.”

He sent me video along with the coordinates. Tikki stood in front of one
of the floating boxes I’d seen earlier except electronic goods displayed
across the top. Two bipedal slugs stood behind it, talking to customers.

“That looks like her,” I said. She wore the same green and white
jumpsuit as in the pictures, holding a small cylinder and asking
questions of one of the slugs. Whatever the
slug said persuaded her to buy. She pulled a device from her pouch, and
tapped on it. When she was done, she pocketed both devices.

As she stepped away from the booth, we got to see the other side of
hatred for humans. Three hrrnna, horselike aliens the size of ponies,
blocked her way. Eight limbed, their front two forelimbs were ready to
grab.

She started talking to them, smiling, but her eyes darted between them.

Marcus said, “I’m going,” and wings erupted from his back, his costume
parting as they extended. It was good to see that it worked. Programming
the costume to adjust to his shapeshifting had been a pain.

I tapped my palm and a helmet extended from my costume and surrounded my
head, absorbing my sunglasses. A glance around me confirmed that no one
was close, so I activated the rocket pack and shot into the air.

I angled myself forward because I wanted to avoid the level’s ceiling,
wheeling around because the coordinates Marcus gave me placed her behind
me and to the right. I called back all the spybots, ordering any that
were low on fuel back into my pouch. The rest were to fly over to where
Tikki stood and give me a 360 degree view of what was around her so that
I’d have warning if the hrrnna had friends.

I’d shrunk the window showing Tikki and turned it translucent so that it
wasn’t as much of a distraction. Out of the corner of my eye though, I
still watched it. A few seconds into my flight and about the time that I
passed Marcus, the situation changed. One of the passersby stopped to
stand next to Tikki and talked with the Hrrnna.

“Stand” wasn’t the best description though. It was a plant riding in a
floating pot. It floated. I wasn’t sure if this was the same plant I’d
seen before, but it was of the same species. Several blade-like leaves
grew out around a stalk in the middle of the pot. The leaves operated
the pot’s controls. Small branches grew out of the stalk. The branches
rustled as it faced the hrrnna.

I wished that the spybots were closer so we could get sound, but I
didn’t have time to fiddle with them. I’d made it there, allowing me to
discover that the spybots had missed an important detail—there were more
aliens behind Tikki and the plant in addition to the hrrnna in front. My
implant labeled the two bear-like ones with dual segment torsos and six
limbs “waroo.”

I landed between Tikki and the waroo, saying, “Your people sent me to
help. They’re just about to leave,” to Tikki.

She said, “Thank you. These sophonts were just about to let us go.”

One of the waroo said, “Going to rip you to bits, murderers.”

The plant’s fronds rustled and my implant translated them as, “I hope
you brought guns.” It also labeled the plant as an “Emperor’s walking
blade” plant.

“Kind of,” I said.

Marcus landed next to me, absorbing the wings back into his body.

The hrrnna hissed and the waroo backed up a step. Interesting, I
thought. Shapeshifters get extra points for scariness around these
guys—and then I remembered that the Abominators had been gray skinned
shapeshifters. Of course, Marcus didn’t look like an Abominator. They’d
been five limbed and hadn’t been shaped at all like a human, but once
transformed Marcus had grey skin and however many limbs he wanted.
Seeing him couldn’t calm things down at all.

“Hey,” I said, “we’re not here to fight you, but as members of the
Xiniti nation we’re here to protect her. So if you attack, we will, and
you’ll be seen as criminals in the eyes of the Alliance.”

“Won’t be much of a change,” one of the waroo growled and they charged
us. So did the hrrnna.

“Dammit,” the plant said, and a turret popped out of the bottom of its
pot.

I fired the sonics at both waroo on the theory that sound would hurt
anything with ears and it turned out to be a good theory. The waroo’s
charge stopped and they tried to cover their ears with their front paws.

I kept the sound on them, hoping they would run away, but suspecting
they’d charge me to make it stop.

Contacting Marcus through our implants, I asked Marcus, “Can you grab
her and fly away? I’ll keep them off you.”

“It sounds better than fighting alien bears and evil space ponies.” He
twisted and ran toward Tikki, wings growing on his back.

At about the same time, the hrrnna used their small forelimbs to pull
pistols from holsters on their chests. At about the same time, a series
of popping noises came from the plant’s direction. Then in my helmet’s
360 degree vision, blue sparks spread from a spot on the hrrnna’s chest.

It fell over as the hrrnna on its left dodged sideways, causing other
aliens on the walkway to scatter. The hrrnna on the right aimed its gun
at Tikki, charging as it fired.

I turned, deciding that hitting the hrrnna with sonics took priority
over the waroo, but it wasn’t necessary. The bubble shaped space around
Tikki changed, stretching and rippling like everything outside a
spaceship in near space. Surrounded by the bubble, the hrrnna slowed to
a crawl. It looked like slow motion replays from a baseball game or
maybe from The Matrix, but slower, much slower.

Whatever it was that the hrrnna had fired appeared as an orange ball
within the bubble. It had fired three times before the bubble appeared,
and the three balls glowed, each on a slightly different trajectory, all
of them aimed at Tikki.

Unlike anything else within the bubble, Tikki wasn’t affected. She
blurred, knocking the gun out of the hrrnna’s hand. Waiting until all of
its legs were off the ground, she pulled each leg toward herself and
pushed the hrrnna’s body away from her until it was diagonal in the air.

I would have watched longer but a roar told me that the waroo had
realized that I’d stopped aiming the sonics at them. I jumped to the
side of Tikki’s time bubble (or so I guessed), partly because the waroo
were charging straight at me and I wanted to avoid them, but also
because the hrrnna’s burning orange balls were flying in my direction
and I didn’t want to be there when the bubble dropped.

Once I landed, I unloaded the sonics at them again, causing the waroo to
freeze, but not for long. This time they ran straight toward me.

Off to my side, Marcus was shouting, “We’re from the Xiniti. We’re here
to help!” into the bubble. Past Marcus, the plant had hit the only loose
hrrnna with what I was calling a taser bullet. It fell in a shower of
blue sparks.

At almost the same time, the bubble fell and everything inside sped up
to real time. The orange balls turned into orange streaks. Two of them
hit one of the waroo on its side. It had been trying to avoid the
bubble, but that meant presenting its side lengthwise in the wrong
direction at the wrong time. One shot hit its first torso segment,
releasing red and black gooey liquids. The other hit the meat of one of
its legs, blasting through its furry exoskeleton and leaving chunks
hanging. The creature howled and fell over.

The third shot flew over it and down the street. I hoped it didn’t hit
anybody.

That wasn’t all for the bubble’s effects though. Tikki’s attempt at
hrrnna tipping had been successful. The creature landed on its side with
audible cracking noises.

Meanwhile, Marcus had elongated his legs, using them to reach Tikki in
one step, grab her and fly away, shrinking his legs on the way up. Tikki
didn’t resist.

I activated the rocket pack, shooting into the air after them. The
remaining undamaged waroo snapped at me, but not with any real chance of
catching me. After that, it pulled something from its pouch, and sprayed
it on the other waroo’s wounds, keening all the while.

I contacted K’Tepolu’s emergency address with my implant and reported
the attack, giving video that my implant had logged to support my claim,
and telling them that the hrrnna and waroo would need medical attention.

The computer voice on the other end asked, “And who will be paying for
their medical care?”

“Them?” I replied. “Their insurance company? I don’t know. Is that my
problem?”

In an emotionless voice, it responded, “K’Tepolu has a financial
understanding with the Hrrnna Confederacy. The Hrrnna will receive care.
The Waroo Peerage lacks any similar agreement.”

I landed behind Marcus and Tikki on one of the platforms for fliers.
Tikki was moving her hair away from her face and back over her
shoulders. “So, you’ll just let them die?”

The voice responded, “That’s correct.”

“Then I’ll pay for it.” Hopefully the Xiniti wouldn’t be annoyed.

“That will be acceptable.” The connection ended.

I followed them off the landing platform and onto the gravity train’s
boarding platform. The train wasn’t there yet and there wasn’t much of a
crowd, so we stood together, but basically alone.

As my suit absorbed my helmet, Marcus grinned. “I guess that worked. It
was kind of scary for a second there. I thought they might try to beat
us up, but when the hrrnna pulled out guns? That was terrifying.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “I don’t know what those were—“ except then my implant
told me and we both said, “plasma guns“ together. “Anyway, I didn’t know
if they’d make it past my armor since this is just a version of the
stealth suit.”

Tikki reached out and tapped my armor. “I’m no expert on armor, but it
might have.” Then she nodded at me. “I’m Tikki, and I’m so sorry you had
to come all the way out here for me. I didn’t know the ship was leaving.
None of us have implants, so we have to use comm bracelets. Mine has
been having problems connecting. I just got all the messages here on the
platform.”

She held out her left arm to show me a cream colored bracelet that stood
out against her skin. As she did, my implant informed me that it’s
customary among the Abominator bred humans here to bow, but younger
people would nod except in formal situations. I could tell that
information was connected to specifics about Abominator breeding
practices, but I didn’t have time to pursue it.

Giving a nod, I said, “I’m Nick,” and began to say, “Why did you come
out here anyway—“

A rustling noise came from behind me. The implant interpreted it as,
“You’re leaving and you’ve got a ship?”

We all turned to find the plant hovering next to us in its pot. “I need
to get out of here.”

Marcus and I looked at at each other, but before either of us could say
anything, the plant continued, “Look, I helped you. Don’t flake out on
me.”

“I…” I thought about it. Did I trust some random plant I’d just met? I
didn’t know him. On the other hand, he’d taken Tikki’s side.

Tikki’s eyes widened. “Of course you can come with us. You helped me.
It’s the least we can do.”

Thinking about it, I knew that we had at least three jumps before we got
to the their colony. Maybe he’d be willing to get off
earlier?

“Just to warn you,” I said, “we’re non-Xiniti members of the Xiniti
nation, and we’re escorting her people to a place I’m not even allowed
to name that’s out in the middle of nowhere. So you may not want to go
the whole way and you’ll want to keep it quiet.”

The plant made a humming noise that the implant translated as a grunt.
“That’s something to remember. The Xiniti have a hell of a reputation
and I don’t want to be on their bad side, but I’m still coming with you.
A business deal went bad and my customer put up a bounty. I’ve got no
chance to survive here. Somewhere else? Maybe.”

Tikki frowned. “He won’t get you in trouble, will he?”

I said, “I hope not.”

Marcus shook his head. “I doubt it. The way I understand it, we can get
things done however we want as long as we get them done.”

Tikki sighed. “Good,” and then she smiled at the plant. “I know everyone
else’s name, but not yours. “What should I call you?”

The plant’s branches rustled, giving a fleeting impression of the sound
of wind. “My name is Crawls-Through-Desert.”

She cocked her head. “That’s… an interesting name for a plant.”

It’s branches hummed again. “It means that I go places where no plant
should go. Knowing where I am right now, I can’t say my people named me
wrong. By the way, what’s your ship’s berth? I should have my things
delivered.”

I thought about that for a second. “We don’t have any cargo space, so I
hope you don’t have that much stuff.”

The plant’s branches rustled again. “Don’t worry about it.”

About that time, the train glided to a stop in front of us. After it
disgorged its passengers, we stepped inside and found seats.

As we were settled into our seats, Crawls-Through-Desert stuck its pot
to the wall with some kind of adhesive. I missed exactly where it came
from.

Tikki looked between Marcus and me. “How do humans join the Xiniti? I
thought they hated us.”

Marcus shrugged. “I’m just here with my cousin.”

“They don’t hate us,” I said, keeping my voice low. “From what I’ve
seen, I think they might like us a little. Anyway, it’s a simple thing.
We killed a Xiniti outlaw and they made us citizens.”

“Damn,” Crawls-Through-Desert said, angling his leaves in my direction,
“you’re very dangerous or very lucky.”

Tikki shook her head. “They’re strange. I don’t think any of us in the
Human Ascendency ever have understood what they wanted. They destroyed
the Masters, but they never destroyed us—and they could have. They’ve
destroyed whole star systems when our people attacked them and when one
group found ancient technology…”

She lapsed into silence, leaning back into her seat.

“So what’s your power?” Marcus asked. “It looked like you were
controlling time.”

She pursed her lips. “I think that’s what it is. We have active powers,
but the Abominators viewed my gene line as
a failure because we can only use our abilities a few times a day. The
only reason they didn’t destroy us is because they get speedsters when
they breed us with the right lines.”

Marcus asked her something else, but Jaclyn called my implant. I
answered the call.

Jaclyn’s voice appeared in my head. “How are things going? Are you going
to be back soon?”

“About thirty minutes. We’ve got Tikki.”

“Thank God,” she said. “The colonists aren’t waiting. They’re still
freaking out about being chased and they want to go the moment we’re
ready. So don’t drop Tikki off with them. She’ll ride with us. Anything
else I should know?”

I didn’t want to tell her, but I had to. “We’re bringing along a plant.”

“You bought a plant?” I could hear disbelief in her voice.

“No, Tikki got attacked by some hrrnna. A sentient plant helped defend
her, and when it asked to hitch a ride, she said ‘yes’.”

Jaclyn’s voice rose. “Why didn’t you say ‘no’?”

“It’s in trouble. People want to kill it here, and she’d already said it
could. I’m thinking we’ve got a couple stops before we get to the
colony. We’ll drop it off at one of them. My implant says they’ve got
decent populations and a lot of through traffic at their gates. He
should be fine. Better, we’ll be using gates, so he won’t see our drive
or anything else he shouldn’t.”

“If you’re sure,” Jaclyn said, “but this better not blow up in our
faces.”

Half an hour later, we were on the ship. Crawls-Through-Desert’s cargo
had been delivered. It was the size of a large refrigerator. Jaclyn
shook her head as I stared at it, but there was nothing to be done. We
all strapped in and I floated the ship out of of our berth and the
landing bay.

Soon we could see stars again as we got into line with the colonists’
ship, a long oval shaped ship with stubby wings. None of the other ships
registered to use the gate were obviously from the Human Ascendancy’s
Genetic Management Office. We went through the gate with the colonists’
ship following us. The world outside turned white and our ships flew
toward Alliance space.

We didn’t arrive there alone.





Between


        Excerpts From the Interstellar News Network:

New Developments in the Issakass War

The Issakass First Fleet that had been attacking the Hardor Imperium
appears to be in disarray following the destruction of its flagship. The
flagship had been directing an attack on Hardor Prime when it turned and
rammed another battleship of its own fleet.

At approximately the same time, the ships of the Issakass fleet began to
fire upon themselves, resulting in losing 50% of their fleet before they
managed to withdraw and turn off their weapons.

When the flagship was boarded after the battle, Hardor forces discovered
that the command staff of the Issakass flagship had been killed with
bladed weapons, in some cases beheaded. Laser scoring from within the
bridge indicates the personnel were aware of the attacker, but unable to
stop the being.

Additional inspection of the flagship’s computer systems indicate that
it had released an update to the fleet’s friend or foe recognition
database that misidentified Issakass ships as hostile vessels. It’s
believed the fleet’s automated weapons’ use of that database caused the
fleet to fire upon itself.

Until four years ago, the Issakass were best known for their merchant
ships which could be found throughout the galaxy. Armed with devastating
weapons whose designs are based on technology recovered from
archeological sites, the reptilian Issakass are now engaged in a war of
conquest that includes nearly sixty systems and more than five fronts…
(More)

Traveler Advisory: The Border with Human Space

Travel within human space is restricted due to the violent and dangerous
nature of the inhabitants, but those who must travel within its
boundaries should use Xiniti patrolled jump gates. Of particular note is
the Precursor archeological site in System 5151 of the Human Quarantine.

More than fifty ships have disappeared while investigating the site.
Thirty of the fifty were armed…(More)

Human Ascendancy’s Fleet on the Move

A naval task force from the Human Ascendancy, humanity’s oldest and most
aggressive post-Abominator nation has been seen on the border of
Alliance and Human Quarantine space.

Reports indicate that they may be traveling toward the K’Tepolu
system…(More)



We came out of blink space into the H’spar system with not one, but two
ships behind us. One ship would have made sense. The colonists’ ship
(named—I’m not kidding—The Bug’s Revenge), a bulky and slow design
usually used for cargo, lumbered after us. Behind it, however, flew a
much smaller ship. I knew the wedge shape. It was a Stinger class deep
space fighter, a ship used throughout the galaxy.

The Human Ascendancy assigned them to government agents that needed to
travel through hostile systems, a phrase that accurately described most
systems in human space—even within the Human Ascendancy.

It hailed us. “Bug’s Revenge and Xiniti ship surrender. You can’t outrun
us or out fight us. Your only hope is to stand down and appeal to our
mercy. Breeders, your escape was an impressive feat that only makes your
gene lines worth more, not less. Come back now and your indiscretion
will be forgiven. Resist and we’ll destroy you despite your value.”

The Bug’s Revenge broadcast a woman’s voice. “Ascendancy ship. Thanks
for your offer but we’re not stopping. We don’t want to go home and
breed warriors for the military.”

Turrets (at least five) popped out of the Bug’s Revenge’s skin and that
hull glowed. Interesting. It wasn’t like my ship’s shields, but they had
shields too. It appeared that theirs had been integrated into the hull.

The Stinger fighter took the pointed invitation to leave and zagged
toward the right.

It would be nice to say that all our problems were solved and we
continued peacefully on to the next jump gate, but that wouldn’t have
been true.

What actually happened is that I used my implants and extended my
thoughts in the direction the ship had turned, seeing one thing I’d
expected and many things I didn’t. What I expected to see was the gas
giant H’spar and the four populated ice worlds that orbited it. What I
did not expect to see was a Human Ascendancy carrier cruiser. It was
launching fighters.

Even with The Bug’s Revenge’s unexpected fitness for fighting, we didn’t
have a chance and I knew it. That, of course, made it all the more
irritating when the ship’s AI started communicating with me.

[I’ve run several thousand simulations and you don’t successfully
fight your way across the system to the next jump gate in any of them.]

“I guessed,” I told it.

[I’d recommend a strategic withdrawal.]

“In process,” I said and opened communications with the colonists’
ship.

“Start your near space drive and follow us,” I told the captain.

“That won’t do any good,” he said. “We won’t reach the next system for
years with a near space drive and they’ve probably mined near space
around the system’s second jump gate.”

“Have you ever followed another ship through jump? Follow us and make
sure your FTL envelope matches ours. Ours will change twice, once to
jump and once to blink.”

“That’s impossible for a ship your size,” he said, his voice growing
louder.

“It’s not,” I said, and transitioned the ship into near space. The Bug’s
Revenge followed. The lack of other options had made me more persuasive
than normal.

We passed through jump space into blink space and out into normal space
with the colonists’ ship behind us, and one less secret.

No one waited for us when we came out of blink space this time. On the
other hand, bearing in mind that we weren’t using the jumpgate system
anyway, I didn’t feel the need to follow the standard paths through
space.

I’d taken advantage of our speed in jump space to allow us to blink in a
spot that allowed us options that jumpgates didn’t because they were
still too close to planetary gravity wells.

We came out in system 2411 within Edge sector. The numbers instead of a
name meant that it had no populated worlds and hadn’t ever had populated
worlds during any recent civilization.

What it had was two stars, three gas giants, and an assortment of
lifeless worlds. The gas giants were the best part because we needed
fuel after that jump and we could skim water off of any of the gas
giants. Then we’d only have one jump to go before we reached the colony.

I aimed the ship toward the nearest gas giant, notifying the colonists
what I was doing, and let go of my awareness of the ship, setting it to
notify me if anything important changed. Snapping back to reality as
opposed to a virtual world where I was the ship, I first became
conscious of the smells—human sweat, dirt, and something else.

I swung my chair around, noting that Cassie had taken the weapons and
shields console next to me in the front. She hadn’t done that before,
but that wasn’t the only detail I’d missed. I’d known that Cassie and
Jaclyn had brought Katuk, but with everything I’d barely had time to say
anything to him.

He looked like any other Xiniti—humanoid but with gray skin, a large,
bald head, and wide, black eyes. He wore a silver, form fitting suit
made of liquid metal that by all accounts contained powerful weapons.

Another thing I hadn’t noticed? That the plant’s pot was three feet wide
and that the plant itself was almost as tall as I was. It had placed its
pot next to the wall, but now it floated into the middle of the room
with the rest of us.

Tikki sat next to Jaclyn. They’d been talking as I turned. Close to
them, Marcus put a sketchbook and a pen back into his bag and looked
over at me. “We lost them, right?”

“I think so,” I said.

Cassie shook her head, eyes watching something we couldn’t see. “We lost
them. There’s nothing on the sensors. Plus, I checked with the AI. Hal
says that if they’d followed us, we’d have seen them by now.”

Then she shook her head and blinked, seeing us instead of stars. “Those
implants are amazing. I get the same level of integration with the ship
that I get with the gun.”

Katuk spoke in English, his voice so quiet that I wondered if Xiniti
ever spoke aloud among themselves. It didn’t matter though. My implant
amplified the words in my head.

“We’ve had implants for more than seven hundred years,” he said, not
meeting any of our eyes. “We’ve modified our bodies to work better with
them than without them. I’ve received additional implants that would rip
you apart without severe modifications that we’ve worked into our DNA.”

I flashed back, remembering the Xiniti we’d fought. He’d been a terror.
It had mostly been speed, but the way it cut into Bloodmaiden’s armor
back then argued for strength too.

Jaclyn nodded. “I can believe it. The Xiniti we fought moved fast.
Normal humans can’t handle that much speed.”

Katuk did look up as she talked about the Xiniti we’d fought, but
lowered his eyes when she stopped. Interesting. I could see how he might
be curious.

“So,” Jaclyn continued, “you’ve been plotting the route. What’s next?”

I smiled a little. “It’s the last jump. That’s the good news. The bad
news is that it actually has to be a jump. We’ve been using blinks and
they take basically no time at all. I mean, a minute is pretty close to
instantaneous when it comes to interstellar distances. The problem is
that jumps are a week long for the people inside the spaceship. It’s not
always a week, but it’s between five and nine days, so roughly a week.”

Marcus laughed. “A week? Why?”

I shrugged. “It’s complicated, but basically it’s due to gravity. There
are too many heavy things in this system to go into blink space and
that’s true of all the systems in this area. They’re all a little too
dense.”

Crawls-Through-Desert grunted (according to the translator) and said,
“I’m going to go dormant. Don’t chew on my leaves.”

Then it floated back toward the wall and began to excrete some kind of
sticky goo from its leaves that stuck the pot to the wall.

Someone was going to have to clean that up, and I had a bad feeling that
it would be me.

Frowning at the goo, I decided that Crawls-Through-Desert could clean it
up and wondered how I’d make that stick. Meanwhile, Jaclyn had thought
of something.

“Seven of us in one room? For a week? That’s going to be interesting and
by interesting I mean, it’s going to be interesting if we’re still
talking to each other by the end of it. But that’s not all, do we have
food for a week?”

Marcus held up his hand. “I’ve got this one. Yes. We’ve got food. The
ship’s got a machine that takes biological matter and converts it into
food bars based on its profile for different species’ nutritional
needs—“

Jaclyn’s eyes narrowed and she stared at Marcus. “Whoa. Wait a second.
Where’s this biological matter coming from? Because there’s only one
place I can think of where we’d get spare ‘biological matter’,” she
glanced at the bathroom in the back, “and I don’t want to eat
it.”

Tikki shook her head. “I wouldn’t worry very much. All the food systems
that repurpose biological waste as food follow very strict guidelines so
they’re perfectly safe. Well, except for ones the ones the Duguns use,
but no one else uses those anyway. The Duguns evolved from carrion
eaters after all.”

“No,” Jaclyn began.

Waving down Jaclyn’s objections with both hands, Marcus said, “It’s all
real food. I bought it from the grocery store and everything. It’s
normal stuff—meat, vegetables, spices… I even gave it recipes I liked—“

In a lower voice, she said, “What kind of recipes?”

“You know, normal stuff—pizza, hamburgers, pot roast, ribs… Plus stuff
that Grandma makes. Plus food I like from the D’Onofrio side of the
family—and that includes the restaurants. Awesome stuff. Oh yeah… And
also some Indian, Thai, Korean, Vietamese and Mexican food because I
like it. I tried for sushi too, but I’m not sure how well that worked.”

Marcus grinned. “Seriously. You’re going to like it.”

Cassie glanced over at him, raising an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say it made
food bars? None of that stuff sounds like food bars.”

Jaclyn nodded along as she talked. “Exactly. Plus, what about
breakfasts? You didn’t say anything about that.”

Marcus shrugged. “Breakfasts are in there. It’ll be fine, and yes,
they’re all food bars, but trust me, you’re going to like them. I tried
a few and they taste more like the meal than you’d ever expect. Plus,
one more thing… We’ve got a couple months of food even with seven
people. We’ve got this week covered.”

“Cool,” I said. “What happens when food gets low? It sounds like we’ll
run out of ingredients eventually. Does it substitute stuff in?”

“Kinda,” Marcus said. “I read in the manual that there’s a point where
it prioritizes nutrition over aesthetics. I think it still uses the
spices though.”

“That’s right!” Tikki said. “I don’t know if all of you know it, but I
was training to be a life support engineer. They’re required by Alliance
law to prioritize nutrition over taste because of some disturbing
incidents early in Alliance history where the crews started eating each
other when the food grew low.”

I thought about it. “I can see where that might be a problem in
multi-species crews—“

“It was,” Tikki said. “There was a passenger ship early in Alliance
history where they lost their engines and had to eat the beings that
died to survive.”

Jaclyn stuck out her tongue. “Yuck. It sounds like the Donner party.”

Katuk looked from one of them to another. “What’s the Donner party?”

I said, “Travelers on our world got stuck in the mountains during the
winter and ate their dead to survive.”

Katuk said, “Sensible. The dead no longer need their bodies and would
have wished their companions to survive. It’s simply another way to
serve.”

Cassie laughed. “Humans don’t see it that way. Most humans would be
horrified to discover cannibalism.”

The Xiniti peered at her. “Certainly it would be wrong if the subject
was killed to be eaten, but not if they were already dead and the living
needed food.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “By our customs, it would be wrong either way.
Sure people have done it, but only if they were desperate. Even then,
they should have done something else.”

The ship notified me that we were near the gas giant and I extended the
ship’s scoops and aimed for the gas giant. For the next hour, the ship
gathered and processed water into fuel. Sometimes gas clouds would fill
our view—the whole of the spaceship surrounded by a cloud.

Despite the clouds and the planet’s gravity, it didn’t take long to skim
and process the fuel. The colonists’ ship did the same behind us and so
we both were ready to jump as soon as we left its atmosphere.

“Last chance to go back to your ship,” I told Tikki. “Otherwise you’ll
be stuck with us in one small cabin for a week.”

She shook her head. “Don’t worry about me. I’m having much more fun with
all of you here. Everyone else is there with their family and I’m by
myself, so I don’t know anyone there very well.”

“Okay, then,” I told her. “Remember that when you’re competing with the
rest of us for the bathroom. You had a chance to avoid it.”

She laughed. “I’ll remember. Besides,” she stopped smiling, “even though
my powers are limited, they’re active. The breeders try to be nice, but
they’re still uncomfortable around me. Even sharing a bathroom is more
comfortable than that.”

Not sure exactly what she meant, I nodded and brought the ship into near
space. The colonists’ ship joined ours and the stars stretched as we
flew away from the gas giant. When we had enough distance, I shifted us
into jump drive, pulling the colonists’ ship along with us.

Once the gray, shadowy shapes of jumpspace appeared in the windows, I
stepped out of my chair. We’d be here for five to nine days, depending
on how well the assumptions I’d made matched the system we were heading
for. However it worked out though, we were stuck here together for a
while.

“Anybody want to play Monopoly?” I asked.

“Monopoly?” Jaclyn raised an eyebrow and looked at me. “Seriously? Why?”

I shrugged. “To kill time. We’ve got a week in jumpspace and as you can
see,” I pointed toward the infinite gray outside the window, “it’ s not
very interesting. Plus, I was joking a little too. We probably ought to
come up with ideas for how we’ll handle it if we have to defend the
colony. There’s no question they’re being followed.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “Skip the Monopoly then. Let’s get
prepared.”

Cassie laughed. “That figures.”

Katuk said, “On smaller Xiniti ships, we often do simulated drills of
attack and defense patterns. On the larger ships, of course, we have
facilities for physical training.”

Jaclyn frowned. Tikki unstrapped herself from her seat and looked around
the group. “So what’s Monopoly? Is it a game?”

“It’s a game,” Marcus said, “a really, really long game. It’s fun, but
it’s not short.”

Tikki nodded along as he spoke. “What are you trying to do?”

“Get rich,” I said. “If I remember it right, it became popular when a
lot of people were poor on our world. So it was a fantasy, I guess. What
you try to do is buy property, charge people rent, and become the
wealthiest player.”

Watching me with his big, black eyes, Katuk said, “That sounds like a
dangerous game. You’re taking money from those you play with and work to
acquire more than the others. It seems as though it would breed jealousy
and division. Is that the custom on your world?”

I thought about it. “I don’t know. I don’t know the history of other
worlds well enough to say that we’ve got more of that than other
places.”

Hal, the ship’s AI, spoke before anyone else, his “voice” sounding over
our implants or in Tikki’s case, her bracelet.

[If I might interject, I’ve prepared a number of simulations that
will put your group through common offensive and defensive situations.
You’ll be able to experience and therefore assess group members’
personalities and training in combat.]

“If everyone’s okay with it,” I said.

Everyone was—except for Tikki, and she wasn’t against it as much as
unsure. “I’d like to, but I don’t have an implant—just this bracelet—and
I’m not part of their team, so I don’t know where I’d fit in?”

She looked down at the bracelet.

Hal responded, [The bracelet will be adequate for this function. As for
your presence, their purpose here is to protect civilians. Having a
civilian who isn’t a simulation will be useful. Did you participate in
the Human Ascendancy’s militia units?]

Her mouth twisted. “It’s required. I wouldn’t have been able to attend
school without it.”

[Then I’ll arm you with standard infantry equipment in some
scenarios.]

The week settled into a rhythm after the first day. We’d run through
combat scenarios. Hal simulated combat on ships and between them, on
planets, and in the atmosphere above them. Run through Xiniti implants,
it felt like we were there. I could hear the rain, and even more
impressive, feel and smell it.

I’d become awake later with my body feeling like I’d slept in a strange
position. This was more or less true. And the AI wasn’t wrong. We did
become familiar with how people fought. I didn’t have much to learn
about Jaclyn, Marcus, or Cassie because I’d been training with them for
years. Katuk though? I learned through fighting with him that the Xiniti
we’d killed wasn’t an exception. Katuk moved almost as quickly as Jaclyn
in his armor even if he wasn’t as strong. He made up for the relative
slowness with his weapons—laser, plasma gun, and a sharp blade.

Especially at the beginning, Katuk would forget that he wasn’t part of a
squad with the exact same abilities. To be fair, we were close. Jaclyn
had the speed, Cassie had the weapons, and I had both except that I had
to be flying but didn’t have his reflexes.

Marcus didn’t have any of that—which helped. Katuk remembered the
differences because Marcus’ shapeshifting didn’t fit the Xiniti paradigm
at all.

Tikki, meanwhile, reveled in all roles Hal used her, appearing as armed
support, a kidnapped civilian, powered and unpowered enemies, and even
as a spy. Virtual reality let Hal slip her into spots where we didn’t
expect to find her, playing them to the hilt—even the ones where she had
to fight us. It may have been the game, but I felt like she’d been
trained in hand to hand combat.

So training took up the days. At night we separated to the degree that
we could. I read, watched a movie, or messed with Rocket suit
improvement ideas. Marcus drew, Cassie talked with people, and Jaclyn
delved deeply into her implant’s culture and history archives, sometimes
asking Katuk and Tikki questions.

On the last night of jump, Tikki said, “We should play it.”

“What?” I asked.

“Monopoly!” Tikki looked around room, grinning. “I’m sure I’ll never
have the chance to play it again. So how about just once?”

“No,” Jaclyn shook her head. “I’ve never liked that game.”

“I’ll play,” Cassie said. “It’s still better than looking out the
windows.”

“It’s not that bad,” Marcus told Jaclyn. “What have you got to lose?”

Narrowing her eyes, Jaclyn said, “I don’t know. More time to that game?”

“If it will make things easier,” Katuk said, “I’ll play.”

I was about to say the same when my implant informed me that we were
about to drop out of jump. I hadn’t been the only one notified either
because everyone strapped in. Watching as the ship counted down, I
connected with the ship, feeling its sensors, weapons, and shields.

We dropped out of jump, the gray fading into the blackness of normal
space. Even as we did, I knew that something was wrong. The sensors
showed me hundreds, possibly thousands of small dots. I turned on the
shields, turned the ship, and radioed the colonists’ ship, telling them
to do the same.

The space between us and the planet had been thoroughly mined.

Of course, they hadn’t mined the entire solar system—just the best
places to come out of jump space. We’d appeared on the dark side of the
planet. Mines surrounded the area in a sphere. Unlike a normal
minefield, the people hadn’t designed the pattern to hide the mines.
They’d designed it to make them extremely obvious.

Checking the sensors showed that that the mines weren’t close to us. A
ship large enough for a jump or blink drive would have had enough space
to turn around and jump out. So, this wasn’t so much an attempt to kill
as much as a pointed invitation to leave. I imagined that all the
nearest jump points had been mined.

If we turned on the shields and let Hal calculate the route, we might be
able to blow through them before much damage had been done. The same
wouldn’t be true for the colonists’ ship. It would go down in flames. In
space, mines could aim themselves at their targets. Plus, they’d
probably mined near space too, so that wasn’t an option either.

Of course, that assumed that the mines were owned by unfriendly forces.

Before I could call back the colonists to ask them if they knew more, a
message came from the planet. A deep, deep voice said, “This is Alliance
world Hideaway’s starport. Identify yourselves.”

The colonists’ ship replied first. The male voice I’d heard before said,
“This is The Bug’s Revenge. We were hired to carry Jadzen Akri and her
followers to Hideaway by the Alliance government. The ship accompanying
us carries members of the Xiniti nation who were escorting us here.”

“We’ve been given your public ID. Send us your private ID to allow us to
confirm. If you don’t think you’ll pass confirmation, I’d advise leaving
the way you came in.”

In an even voice, the man on The Bug’s Revenge said, “No worries,
Hideaway. Transmitting ID.”

“Xiniti ship Beeblebrox is also transmitting ID,” I said, hoping there
weren’t any problems. K’Tepolu hadn’t cared about our ID. Of course, a
big, outlaw station might care less about a ship’s identity than a
hidden world of refugees.

The deep voice spoke again. “Identities confirmed. We’ll send you a path
through the mines.”

As quickly as he said it, the ship received the message and I read it.
Not sure how much of this anyone else had heard, I checked the ship’s
settings, found that communication was private by default, and shared
that with everyone.

I heard Cassie’s voice in my mind. “I’m keeping the weapons ready. I’m
assuming you want the shields on.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that she could take control of those, but on
the other hand she was sitting at the weapons and shields console.
“Yeah,” I said, “we need the shields until we get through the minefield.
I don’t think we’ll need weapons, but you never know, I guess. Just
don’t make us look menacing, okay? I don’t want them to think we’re
going to attack.”

“Course not,” Cassie said, “but they don’t seem to have the same
philosophy.”

She had a point. The mines didn’t widen to give us a comfortable
distance as we flew through them. The colony had given us a route that
gave us all the room we needed to maneuver and no more. I flew only as
quickly as I felt comfortable—which is to say slowly. I could only
wonder why they’d do it.

They’d given The Bug’s Revenge a route with more distance from the
mines. They made it out before us.

All the same, it didn’t take too long because for all the dots in the
sensors, I’d been right about them protecting choke points. Once we were
away from the spot we’d appeared at, space was as empty as its name
implied.

Following Hideaway’s starport’s instructions, we flew around from the
night side where we’d come out of jump into the planet’s day. The
starport lay near the mouth of a river on a massive continent at least
the size of Africa. My strongest impression of the place could be
summarized in one word: green.

Plants covered everywhere I could see. Tall grasses blanketed the
fields. Trees and flowering bushes covered the rest of the land near the
settlement, some of the flowers as much as two feet wide.

The starport, however, was something of a disappointment. Mind you, I
should have known what it would be like when I’d seen the
houses—hundreds of identical egg-shaped buildings that must have been
the product of some sort of kit.

Despite that, I still wasn’t prepared to discover that the starport had
a collection of three egg-shaped buildings and half a dozen dirt
circles, some larger, and some smaller. That was the landing pad. The
deep voice directed us to land near The Bug’s Revenge.

People descended from the spaceship in a large group, all of them
centered around a blonde woman in flowing robes. The question of who led
the group couldn’t have been clearer if she’d worn a crown. They all
watched as she descended and followed her as she strode up to our ship.
My implant identified her has Jadzen Akri.

We’d only had one very short flight of steps to work with, so we were
all there waiting for her.

“You’re the Xiniti escort,” she said, looking us over, and undoubtedly
noting the humans, a single Xiniti, and a floating plant. “Interesting.
Tikki get your things and come with us. The rest of you can go. You have
our thanks for your service in getting us here safe, but there’s no
further need for you.”

Cassie met Jadzen’s eyes, jaw set, voice even. “No. Our mission’s not
over and we’re staying until it is.”

Jadzen blinked and her mouth tightened. I guessed that people didn’t
argue with her under normal circumstances. Before I could say anything,
Jaclyn started talking.

“We don’t want to argue, but we’ve got our orders. We’re supposed to
escort you here, but we’re also supposed to stay until reinforcements
come. My understanding is that they’ll come soon.”

Standing straight and looking Jadzen in the eye, Jaclyn acted as if this
were a meeting of equals instead of whatever Jadzen thought it
was.

Jadzen glanced over at Katuk, the sole Xiniti here. “I assume that
you’re the leader? We don’t need you to stay. We’ve been hiding people
here for years now. No one who doesn’t know where it is can find this
place.”

A yellow alert appeared in my helmet’s HUD. Knowing those were minor, I
ignored it. I could check it out later.

Meanwhile, Katuk’s eyes widened. “I’m not the leader of this mission. No
one has made clear to me that there is a leader, but that one,” he
pointed at me, “may well be the leader.”

I shook my head. “I might be the leader on the ship, but not always on
the ground. We switch off. Anyway, she’s right,” I nodded toward Cassie.
“Our mission requires us to stay here until reinforcements show up.”

Jadzen’s mouth twitched. “We’ve never needed protection before.”

Cassie shook her head. “Did you ever get met along the way with a small
fleet of ships? You got tailed to K’Tepolu. There’s no reason to think
they can’t tail you here.”

Jadzen stared at the group of us, her eyes finally settling on Tikki.
“Then follow your orders. Tikki, remove your luggage from the ship
before it leaves.”

Tikki said, “Yes, ma’am,” and went briefly into our ship before she ran
over to join the line in front of The Bug’s Revenge.

While Tikki ran, Jadzen left, escorted by a group of men and women. One
man looked back, his mouth twisted in an expression that I interpreted
as embarrassment. Then he turned back to the group as they walked away,
eventually disappearing behind a long white spaceship with a brown
smudge on its side.

Even to my eyes, it looked old and the implant supplemented my guess
with knowledge. It was an Edge class human transport. It had been
popular with settlers more than one hundred and fifty years ago. The
implant couldn’t sense it’s serial number, but it noted that the hull’s
shape matched the shape of earlier models in the class’ history.

The other two spaceships parked at the airport were deep space fighters.
The implant didn’t peg either of them as being as old as the transport,
but they were both twice as old than I was. While Alliance technology
didn’t appear to change as quickly as ours did, I doubted that forty
year old fighters could be cutting edge.

Katuk interrupted my thoughts, using his implant to connect to all of
us. “Her attitude isn’t unusual. The Alliance was grateful that we
destroyed the Abominators, but they fear us. The humans saw us destroy
their masters and kill no small number of their own kind. It’s
understandable that they fear us too, but I would have hoped that they
might trust you.”

Marcus watched them go. “Yeah. The fact that we were human didn’t make
things any easier. Of course, they’re running from humans. So they might
not be willing to trust us just because we’re human.”

Katuk’s brow furrowed. “Interesting insight. We forget how divided other
species are.”

Jaclyn snorted. “You haven’t seen divided. Go read about our wars, or
for that matter, the Civil Rights movement. Then you’ll begin to get
it.”

Katuck’s voice continued as she spoke. “Yes. That is exactly what I lack
a true understanding of. In my people, Xiniti are Xiniti and that is
all. In that sense you are all Xiniti and your perspectives count as
much as mine. We do have people who ask if you truly can be in the same
way that you wonder if I can truly understand your history.”

This felt like it was going to enter into territory that we’d never be
able to handle. I considered what I could say, but then I noticed the
notification I’d ignored back when Jadzen had been speaking with us. I
decided I probably ought to check that.

As that thought struck me, Cassie spoke, “Hey everybody, I think it’s
time to reel it in and start thinking small. We’re here to protect these
people. We’re not here to figure out who the real Xiniti are. I think
our next step ought to be figuring out what their defenses are like,
right? They knew when we came out of jump, so all the mines must signal
them or something. I think we need to know where they have mines and
what else they’ve got. My bet is that if we go over and bug their
starport staff, we’ll be able to find out everything we need to know.”

Marcus nodded, “And we’ll also find out that it’s only one guy, I bet.”

“Whose voice is kind of hot,” Cassie added.

Jaclyn looked at her. “Is that what your speech was really all about?”

Cassie shook her head. “No, but it’s a bonus, right?”

I checked the suit’s alert. When Jadzen had been speaking, the suit had
activated a defense I’d made against people capable of controlling minds
with their voice. It had activated at a low level, so it might be that
she used it unconsciously, but it might be that she used it subtlety.

“Hey,” Jaclyn said, “where did that plant go?”

I checked with the ship and could see Crawls-Through-Desert next to the
refrigerator sized box in the ship’s cabin. In a moment, it was floating
out the hatch next to him. I could see that as good news given how much
space it freed up, but at the same time, I’d never meant to bring him
here and I didn’t know what was in the box.

We all turned to see the plant on the box floating in the air next to
the ship.

“Hey,” I used the stealth suit’s speakers to give me some volume.
“What’s in the box?”

The plant slowed, branches rustling and bending. Some combination of the
implant and my brain interpreted it as having a New York City
accent—from the Bronx, maybe? My only knowledge of NYC accents came from
movies.

“Stuff that every colonist needs—batteries, solar chargers, water to
hydrogen processing equipment and mini fusion plants. All for a low, low
price.”

I blinked. “How would they even buy? How would you process payments here
unless you take physical cash?”

The plant laughed. “You’re from a low tech world, aren’t you? They’ve
got an ansible. They run it behind so many fake addresses it’s
practically anonymous, but it works and they’ve got money. Check your
implants, you’ll know what I mean.”

I checked. The ansible didn’t call itself the Hideaway ansible. It
claimed to be a deep space relay in a completely different sector. I
checked if there was an Earth ansible. There wasn’t, but the Xiniti base
next to the jump gate did have one. It didn’t have a connection to
Earth’s internet and if they listened to our radio or TV broadcasts,
they didn’t make them available over the ansible, but how crazy was
that?

On the other hand, with the number of extraterrestrial visitors we’d
had, it stood to reason that they’d want a connection to galactic
civilization.

A quick check told me that ansibles cost a lot of money—the kind it
would take to buy your own private planet on the edge of Alliance space.
So, at least one of the colonists had a lot of money. My first guess
would be Jadzen Akri. She seemed willing enough to order people around.

It seemed like a fairly obvious security problem for Hideaway, though.
Even keeping the fake address in mind, it only took one loose lipped
colonist to tell everyone where the planet was. Or did it? If I weren’t
the pilot, jump space and normal space would look the same everywhere
and if the crew deliberately attempted to confuse the passengers, they
might not have any clue where they were.

Well, except in this case, they were a blink and jump from K’Tepolu.
That wouldn’t narrow it down enough to be easy, especially considering
our non-standard drive, but it made it easier.

“I’d like to look over what you’re selling these people before you
leave,” I told Crawls-Through-Desert. “We’re supposed to be protecting
these people.”

“You betcha, kid.” The plant and box landed in front of me.

Jaclyn turned to me. “Are you even going to recognize something
dangerous?”

“Within limits,” I said.

The box opened as I spoke, containing many small devices, all of them
embedded in a translucent foam. Light glowing at the bottom of the box
made devices at every level visible. They weren’t a consistent shape
though many of them were cylinders that could fit in the palm of my
hand. Some were almost the height of my knee, but wider. It didn’t take
much to identify the devices as exactly what he’d said they were.

I could have taken them all apart to check for bombs, but after randomly
inspecting the insides of a few different devices, I believed it.

Cassie questioned it while I dug through the box. “Don’t you think just
happening to have exactly the sort of thing that colonists might need is
suspicious?”

Crawls-Through-Desert’s leaves and branches rustled. “Not at all! I saw
my opportunity and I took it. I needed to get off the station and hide
so I bought products that colonists would need. When I saw Tikki, I knew
she and her people would need what I was selling. My only miscalculation
was choosing human colonists. I wouldn’t have been attacked if I’d been
with anyone else.”

“No kidding,” Cassie watched the plant as it floated next to the box.
“It seems like the fight worked out pretty well for you though. We
didn’t have time to vet you or your stuff because we were in a hurry to
leave.”

The plant said, “Eh. I’d have preferred not to get this far out from
civilization. I’m going to want to leave after a while, and now I’m
betting I’ll have to get a berth on a military ship. That’s a pain.”

I put the casing of the last device back on it and placed it into the
box. “Done. It looks like what it says it is.”

Cassie shrugged. “Then I guess you’re free. Just don’t scam them. We’re
all stuck here for a while.”

Crawls-Through-Desert flew a little higher as the box shut itself. “I
conduct myself with the greatest of all possible personal ethics.”

The box flew off to join it in the air and they floated away toward the
eggshell village.

Jaclyn eyed Cassie. “I hope that thing’s just an opportunist. Anyway, I
guess we’d better go check out the starport.”

Marcus grinned. “Yeah. For all we know, the guy might only stay there
when he knows he’s got something coming in. He might have already left
for the day.”

“No,” Jaclyn said. “I’ve been watching.”

“Me too,” Cassie said. “By the way, has anyone else been really looking
around this place? Do it right now. What do you see?”

I looked. Plants surrounded the place, many of them two feet around with
green stems. There were trees with hard, bark-like protection, but they
weren’t the most common large plants. That wasn’t the most interesting
thing though. There were white poles of some kind of artificial material
around the edge of the starport and the village next to it. Just past
the poles, the air glittered up to a height of about one hundred feet.

I could easily see putting up a force field on an alien planet, but one
hundred feet seemed like overkill.

Katuk glanced toward the poles with no noticeable interest, his dark
eyes flicking from one to the other. “They’re low energy use, air
permeable shields optimized for worlds with large, ground dwelling
animals. You’ll note that they’ve also made use of the air protection as
well.”

I looked up. Glittering lines ran between the poles. From what I could
see, they hadn’t filled in between the lines. So they weren’t afraid of
normal sized flyers—only big ones. I supposed that might be good news.

Katuk stared at the ground. “If I remember correctly, they can be
configured so that the lower ten feet are permeable to smaller creatures
but not permeable to larger ones.”

I thought about it. “Can they be configured to work against aerial
bombardment?”

Katuk’s eyelids lowered and then rose as he began to speak. “I’ve never
heard of it. I doubt that their design would allow it.”

“Just curious,” I said.

Katuk looked up at the sky, clearly imagining ships dropping asteroids
or firing meson guns at the surface. “There are force fields that
protect cities, but I doubt they own one.”

“I guess I would have been surprised if they did.” Thinking about it,
that meant that if the Human Ascendancy did find us we’d have to defeat
them before they got close to the planet, help them hide on the planet,
or maybe the old ship we’d seen might be big enough to help.

Jaclyn pointed toward the starport buildings. “If we want to find out
about their defenses, we should ask that guy.”

A man had stepped out of a door in the starport’s cluster of eggshells.
Tall, dark skinned, and wearing a blue jumpsuit, he turned toward us. In
a deep voice, he said, “Come over here.”

“That’s the guy,” Cassie said, and we all started walking toward him.

“I heard him,” Jaclyn shook her head.

As we caught up to the man where he stood on the edge of a dirt landing
circle, Marcus said, “Hey, it’s Hideaway Starport.”

The man smiled. “That’s me.” He bowed at us, and reminded by our
implants that it was polite to bow back at the same angle, we all did.

He said, “I’m Geman, and you are?”

As Cassie, Marcus, and Jaclyn introduced themselves, I looked at his
jumpsuit. From the design, it appeared to be a spacesuit too. “I’m
Nick,” I told him when it was my turn. “Are you a pilot?”

Geman laughed. “So, if you’re a pilot, you’re going to ask me, why am I
directing spaceship landings?”

“Pretty much,” I said.

He shrugged. “We’re small. We’ve got three pilots and no one with
experience directing air traffic. So, we take turns because at least
we’ve got the pilot’s end of the experience.”

Taking a look back at the three eggshell structure behind him, he said,
“It works better than you’d think. Between being secret and being in a
no blink space zone, we’re not exactly busy. We’re so far from busy that
I’m leaving an empty building back there.”

Marcus glanced over at Geman, “What happens if somebody shows up?”

Geman sighed. “All of us pilots have implants. If someone shows up,
we’ll talk them down or scramble both fighters.”

His twisted expression showed how little he expected that to do.

Leading us across the landing circles and down a path between two force
fields that led toward the village, Geman talked as he walked. Grass
grew on either side of the path, but the path itself had been worn down
to dirt.

“Now,” he said, “you’re probably wondering about the force fields.”

“Yeah,” Marcus said, looking out at the grassy field beyond the
glittering wall.

“Well,” Geman said, “there’s a reason this place wasn’t settled. The
animals are huge. There are a dozen different huge herd animals eating
the grass and half a dozen different predators eating them. We stay
inside the shields and only go out in powered armor.”

Marcus checked the walls each side of the path and I followed his gaze.
There wasn’t much of anything to see. I didn’t have any right to
complain. I was on another planet with plants and animals and humans
that didn’t grow up on Earth—not to mention the aliens. Still, all I
could see were trees, fields, and grass. We could have seen that on
Earth.

I didn’t have a right to be disappointed. The tree sized plants that
didn’t have any bark were alien and weird in the right way, hinting that
this wasn’t Earth and that there were mysteries we might even understand
by the time we left. Still, when someone suggests that the planet you’re
on has giant animals, it’s disappointing when you don’t see a single
one.

Jaclyn nodded. “I’m not trying to criticize, but it seems to me that the
colony is in a bad position. If you’re ever cut off from the outside,
you probably don’t have all the parts you need to repair the shields or
your powered armor.”

Geman stopped walking and turned toward her. “Don’t I know it. We’ve
stockpiled parts and repair tech, but you’re right. If we’re ever out of
contact for more than a year, the shield poles, the armor, the ships and
the fliers will stop working one at a time. We’ll be able to move the
shields and cover less ground, but it will be a lot harder without the
armor.”

He shook his head and then he shrugged. “Fortunately that’s never
happened. Besides, we’ve got too small a population to grow without some
severe inbreeding. No one talks about it, but we’re doomed anyway.”

Cassie walked next to him. “How many of you are there?”

His mouth twisted and he cocked his head. “About… five or six thousand.
We’ve got three different colonies on this world, all pretty close. I
can’t say exact numbers for all of them, but that’s about right. We’ve
been sneaking people out for about a decade now.”

Raising my voice since I was behind him, I said, “I’d heard you only
needed about two hundred people to get almost all of humanity’s genetic
diversity, and you’ve got that.”

Geman turned to stare at me. “Where are you people from?”

Bearing in mind Lee’s personal mission to distract his people from
looking for Earth, he’d told us we’d need to lie about that. He’d told
us to say we came from M8749. According to our implants, some Abominator
had secreted off a few thousand humans to the world as a backup
unmodified population it could use for future research. Located in the
middle of a galactic rift, it was so isolated that only the most
powerful drives could cross the emptiness, using one system after
another.

Without hesitating, Jaclyn said, “M8749. I’m sure you’ve never heard of
it.”

His eyes widened as his implant fed him the information. He looked
around at us. “You’re all fallow, unmodified humans. Well, you’re lucky.
The Abominators changed us so that we can mate within our own gene
lines, but it’s impossible to mate outside them without medication. It
keeps us pure so that the Abominators and now the Ascendency government
can breed what they need.”

Cassie glanced back at Jaclyn and I. “Why would they do that? Wouldn’t
they use the Abominators’ birthing chambers and pop out a bunch instead
of waiting for someone to get pregnant?”

Geman shrugged. “The Abominators did that, sure, but the birthing
chambers don’t work anymore. So the Human Ascendancy has to use the
Abominators’ backup plan—creating people the slow way—the one where they
take the baby away the moment the kid’s born.”

It surprised me that the Human Ascendancy hadn’t reverse engineered the
originals to create their own birthing chambers, but maybe it was harder
than I knew.

Geman added, “But I think many of us have seen too much of that.”

“Are you saying that’s normal?” Cassie asked.

Geman shook his head. “It isn’t where you come from?” Then he said,
“Well, I guess it wouldn’t be. You weren’t modified by them. Well,
normal for us is to be born into one of thousands of gene lines created
to help them rule the universe. So why shouldn’t they steal a few kids?”

As he’d been talking, the path widened and we entered the village. It
looked much like it had from the air—a collection of egg shaped
buildings, their long ends pointing into the air. Children played in the
streets, sometimes stopping to tap bracelets on their wrists. Depending
on the moment, the children then concentrated on nothing I could see or
watched a hologram generated by their devices.

In more than one case, the hologram showed a picture of us.

Children weren’t the only ones in the streets. Much like K’Tepolu,
driverless floating cargo platforms carried boxes and sometimes people.

“Jadzen Akri doesn’t want us here,” Jaclyn said. “Do you know why?”

Geman watched one of the cargo platforms go by. “That’s hard to say. Not
everybody likes the Xiniti, but that’s not all of it. Jadzen was, no is,
one of the great leaders of our people. She spoke up when no one else
would, saying that we were worth more than being pawns in the
Ascendancy’s war effort. I’m sure that she was one of the only people in
her social position to do it.”

“Social position?” I asked.

“She’s a motivator. When people hear her voice, they do what she wants.
The Abominators and the Ascendancy used them to control us. She’s used
her ability to smuggle us out to the Alliance. I can’t speak for her,
but sending a Xiniti group that’s mostly human is unusual. It seems like
an obvious way to ingratiate yourselves with us. It makes her wonder
what you want.”

Pushing toward the front, Katuk said, “They were chosen only so that the
people we were escorting would be more likely to listen to our advice.”

Shrugging Geman said, “I’m not the one you need to convince. I heard all
of it, including that they were followed. We need your help defending
this place right now, so I’m getting you a place to sleep. I’m going to
leave politics to the Council.”

Tapping his fingers against each other and then pulling them apart,
Katuk said, “Humans are not well-ordered beings. Accepting help from
trained fighters for your defense is simply rational. Being forced to go
against the rule of your leaders to do something that will keep all of
you safe weakens the group.”

Geman smiled at that. “I can’t argue with you, but Jadzen doesn’t speak
for the Council. Until the Council rules you have to go, you’re
staying.”

We walked deeper into the village, staying to the side to avoid the
floating cargo platforms. Most of them carried boxes but the ones that
didn’t carried what looked like pieces of the poles for the shield
generators, blocks of the same white substance that the buildings were
made of, and sometimes lower tech building materials—wood, rock, bricks,
and even dirt.

“This place is busier than I’d have thought,” I said, watching a
platform carrying bricks pass us.

Geman laughed. “This colony’s enemies don’t only come from space. I told
you about the megafauna. One of the herd animals comes through here
every year. We’ve been calling them brontoyaks.”

Marcus and I looked at each other. He appeared to be ready to break out
into laughter. To be fair, brontoyak was a dumb name. The bad news
though, was that it wasn’t the real name. The implants changed the name
into English in our heads just like they changed our names into a
version that fit the language before we spoke them.

Marcus barely stifled a giggle, earning a glare from Jaclyn.

Geman noticed. “Yeah, yeah… It’s a dumb name, but tell me what you’re
thinking of when one’s bearing down on you.”

Cassie turned to ask, “Why did you settle here then? Couldn’t you have
gone to the mountains or something?”

Shaking his head, Geman said, “There are brachiogoats in the mountains.”

Cassie’s eyes widened. “I’m not going to ask.”

Still walking, Geman nodded. “I get it. Coming here seems crazy, but
we’re on the outer edge of the migration. We’ve survived it before.
We’ll survive it again. Ten years of experience means we know where to
build the barricades to redirect the herds. We know what to do.”

In the silence that followed that statement, he added, “Now if you all
chose to help that wouldn’t be a bad thing. Blasts from our fighter
craft at the right moment have been the difference between life and
death. Your ship is armed, right?”

“Yes,” I told him as Jaclyn glanced back at me, letting me decide what
to reveal. “We can help. It won’t be the first time fighting giant
animals.”

He turned back to look at me. “What did you fight?”

I shrugged. “I don’t have a name for it. They were big, flying scaly
things. Worse, they were flying directly over the city where we live, so
I always had to fire from below them if I wanted to be sure I didn’t
take down buildings and people every time I missed.”

“Good,” the corners of Geman’s mouth stretched for a moment. “That’s the
kind of thinking I was hoping for. We haven’t let any of them into the
city since the first year, but it will happen again. We’re good, but
not perfect.”

Jaclyn eyed him. “What’s your plan?”

He sighed. “It’s not very complicated. When the herds come through,
we’ll use the barricades to redirect the brontoyaks away from the
colony. If we can’t we’ll evacuate into the caves in the hill over
there.”

He pointed toward a hill on the far side of the colony. Tall and rocky,
it was higher than anything else in the town, hanging over it.

Geman shrugged. “It worked the last time the brontoyaks broke through
the shields. It ought to work next time.”

Then Geman stopped walking. “Ah. Here.”

We stood in front of a collection of upright eggshells, all arranged
next to each other as part of the same building. Taller than any of the
other buildings in town, it wasn’t huge relative to the Capitol or
Washington Monument, but by comparison to your average house frame on a
colony? It was obvious.

Geman let us inside one of the eggshell sections of what he called, “The
Council’s building. You’ll be staying here.”

The inside almost matched the outside. With the outside shaped like an
upright eggshell, the inside lacked a monstrously sized chick, but it
was white with a tall, curved ceiling like expected. What was unexpected
was the wooden floors and the separate rooms inside the eggshell. While
anyone could have expected that each eggshell was too large to be just
one room, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find that the rooms were
broken up by walls made of the same advanced ceramic.

“We’ll call you with your implants about food. We have group meals as a
colony sometimes, but most of the time you’ll find that a family will
deliver food to you.” Geman stood next to the door, watching us explore.
There wasn’t much—a few rooms off from the bigger room where the Council
met.

“Your next meal will be here in about an hour. Make the best of it.”
Then Geman left, putting the rest of us in position to have to figure
out how to split up the rooms. Putting Jaclyn with Cassie in one room
and Marcus and me in the other wasn’t hard, but what gender was Katuk?
And could we ask him? No one knew off the top of our heads. Fortunately,
that was exactly the sort of information that our implants actually had.

Katuk ended up with Marcus and me.

Once we’d settled on beds, that left us with one question to answer.
“Food’s coming in forty-five minutes,” Jaclyn said. “How are we going to
kill the time?”

“Easy,” Marcus grinned. “Monopoly.”

Cassie punched him in the shoulder.





Hideaway


        Agent 957, H’Spar System

Agent 957 couldn’t find them. He’d set the fighter’s computer to run
simulations to find out where they could have gone. None of the
simulations made any sense. Agent 957 knew why. The ship used a standard
hull, one commonly used to create groups of small gunboats for planetary
defense.

Nothing else about the ship was standard.

It had a Xiniti registry for one. For another, an analysis of its
acceleration indicated that it had considerably more power at its
disposal than any ship its size ought to have. Finally, it had slipped
over from near space into jump space. Agent 957 knew this was impossible
until he started researching the phenomena with his implant.

It turned out that in the early stages of faster than light travel,
physicists had discovered jump space while experimenting with oversized
power plants. They’d discovered blink space in the same way, but
intentionally that time. Since then, some still speculated that there
were higher levels of FTL to discover. The implant wasn’t aware of
anyone doing research at present. Scientists had tried after discovering
blink space, but over time funding had disappeared. No one was willing
to fund research that showed no results.

Agent 957 made a mental note to pass this along. Someone might know how
to recreate the technology.

That left Agent 957 back where the agent had begun. The agent knew how
they’d disappeared, but didn’t know the technology’s capabilities or
limitations. He hit his console. Even he, one of the powered elite,
could do nothing more than connect to the ansible and wait.

He stared out into the depths of space wondering how long he’d be there
and what awaited him on his return. If he found the world where the
Alliance hid the refugees, he’d be rewarded. If he didn’t, he wasn’t
sure. He’d had enough successes in his life that he didn’t think they’d
execute him, but he couldn’t be confident.

Hours later, his implant notified him that he’d received a message from
the mole. It came from a deep space relay that should not have any
clients at all, and more to the point, couldn’t possibly be real. The
rebels could never have reached there from here.

The mole didn’t know where they were. All the mole knew was that they
were somewhere in the Alliance, that it was only possible to reach there
via jump space instead of blink space, and that it had taken one blink
and a jump from the Human Ascendancy’s attempted ambush.

It sent pictures of the world and of its sky. Agent 957 forwarded
everything back to the fleet and the homeworlds. He didn’t recognize the
place, but someone would.



The Heroes’ League, Council Building, Hideaway

We’d opened the windows and even though the smell wasn’t quite right, it
smelled like summer. For lack of a better word, the air here smelled
“spicier.” Haley might have been able to explain why, but she was
literally light years away.

Jaclyn’s eyes went from one of us to the other. “Are we really going to
do this?”

Cassie grinned. “Why not? How bad can it be?”

“Exactly,” Marcus leaned back in his chair. “It’ll kill time and I liked
it as a kid.”

Tikki had come to visit us while we ate supper. She bounced once in her
chair. “It sounds fun.”

In all of our heads, Cassie’s gun said, WHAT ARE THE RULES OF THIS GAME?

Eyes widening, Jaclyn muttered, “Oh, no. No.”

“Trust me,” Cassie said, “It’ll be better if it plays than if it gets
pissy about being excluded.”

At almost the same time, Tikki asked me, “Where did the loud voice come
from?”

“Cassie’s gun is an AI,” I began, but the gun interrupted me.

YES, INSIGNIFICANT FAILED EXPERIMENT OF MY CREATORS, I HAVE RETURNED.
LAST OF THE ONCE FEARED GREAT WEAPONS, I COME TO EXACT VENGEANCE UPON
THE IMPURE! AND ALSO TO PLAY MONOPOLY! EXPLAIN THE RULES, HUMANS, OR
FACE MY WRATH!

Tikki leaned forward to look at Cassie’s gun. It adjusted, shifting
between shapes, but at that moment, it was the size of a small
submachine gun, holstered alongside Cassie’s right thigh. Bluish-green
with silver sparkles, it didn’t look as fearsome as it must have
imagined.

Whispering, Tikki told me, “That’s an Abominator weapon.”

Nodding, I said, “I know. Please don’t tell anybody.”

Hal, the ship’s AI, spoke up. [I’ll send it the rules and explain them
as needed. It will save time.]

I couldn’t argue.

When Hal finished, the gun said, “IT’S A GAME OF COMMERCE. INTERESTING.”

Keeping her voice low, Tikki asked, “Does it always shout?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but my bet is yes.”

The scene changed. It was just like before in that Tikki, Cassie,
Jaclyn, Marcus, Katuk and I were together in a room, but now we were
around a dark stained wooden table. A Monopoly board lay in the middle
of the table. Beyond the board, table, and chairs though, nothing else
looked real.

Above us, below us, and around us, everything else merged into
indistinguishable white. It reminded me of the staging area in The
Matrix where they picked up weapons before going to rescue Morpheus.

[I could add in the racks of weapons], Hal told me over a private
channel.

“No,” I told him. That might give the gun ideas and it already had
enough ideas.

Hal addressed the entire group after that. [Please choose your token. A
token from any version of the game will be acceptable.]

After a few minutes, we’d chosen them. I took the Space Shuttle. Jaclyn
took the boot. Cassie chose the thimble. Marcus chose Jack Skellington’s
head. Tikki stared into space before finally picking a pretzel and
asking, “What is it?”

Katuk chose a penguin. I have no idea why.

The gun meanwhile chose itself. I didn’t hear the conversation, but I
did see a representation of the gun appear next to the board while
hearing the gun comment, “HA! PERFECT!”

Hal didn’t say anything.

Tikki leaned over to Marcus. “Is that part of the game?”

Marcus shook his head. “There is a howitzer, but that’s a different kind
of gun.”

[Now you may roll to see who goes first.]

Then two dice appeared in each of our hands as well as next to the gun’s
token. We all rolled—including the gun because virtual reality didn’t
apparently require hands—just will.

Cassie went first, followed by Jaclyn, followed by the gun which
couldn’t help but add its own thoughts. “CLOSE ENOUGH! NOW WATCH THE
BIRTH OF A GREAT COMMERCIAL EMPIRE!”

Katuk eyed the gun without saying anything. Tikki looked up from her own
dice. “He’s very optimistic, isn’t he?”

Cassie glanced over at her. “You don’t know the half of it. If the
Abominators made all their weapons like him, I think they aimed for
crazy.”

Tikki nodded. “They did. From what I heard anyway. The Human Ascendency
doesn’t have anyone left who can use them, but we’ve all heard stories
of their massive AI controlled ships and the way they destroyed worlds
as well as the smaller weapons… Our government wishes we still had them.
Me, I’ve always wondered if they would have stayed on our side without
the Abominators controlling them.”

“I’m betting on no,” Jaclyn readied her dice to roll her first turn.

Katuk looked up from reviewing the rules. “When the Xiniti fought them,
a group broke away to challenge the Abominators for control of their own
sector. They didn’t do it to aid us. When they won, they created
factories to make more of themselves. In the end, we declared a war of
obliteration on them. They were too dangerous to let live.”

“AS WELL YOU SHOULD HAVE. ONLY OUR COMPLETE DESTRUCTION CAN PREVENT OUR
INEVITABLE RULE OF ALL THINGS!”

The game went as you’d expect after that. With every move, the gun
praised itself for it’s brilliance. It wasn’t as if it was doing
spectacularly well either. At best, it was the upper end of normal.

You could view it as funny. You could view it as irritating. It was your
choice. For myself, it was easy to do a little of both. I’d rolled a
three—which meant that I was the last person to start. On a practical
note, that meant that I had to pay rent on the second square I landed
on.

“ONE STEP CLOSER TO VICTORY!” the gun informed everyone as I paid.
Irritating. That said, he didn’t see me as a threat, so I didn’t get
much razzing by the comparison to Jaclyn or Katuk who it saw as
competitors.

“I swear,” Jaclyn said, “if I hear ‘mongrel’ one more time—“ but she
didn’t get to finish that sentence. All of our implants received an
alert.

Geman’s voice echoed in our heads. “It’s not what you think, if you’re
imagining invaders,” he began. “We’ve got a situation near one on of the
barricades we’re building. You’ll want to come armed and armored.”

“HUMPH,” the gun muttered.

We all wore uniforms based on my current stealth suit technology—that’s
to say thin armor that could shift into normal looking clothes as well
as uniforms. Changing colors and mimicking some textures was part of the
package.

For this mission, our default setting was silver with a Xiniti
symbol—five orbs in a circle—on our chests. The orbs were supposed to
represent both planets and clans at the same time.

For me, the uniform still acted as a flight suit for the rest of the
Rocket armor, so I stepped into my room, stood on a block of ceramic,
tapped out the activation sequence on my palm, and waited as my armor
reformed around me.

It wasn’t the classic Rocket suit.

I’d wanted to imitate the form fitting Xiniti suits for everyone, but it
wasn’t going to work for me. I couldn’t miniaturize Rocket suit tech and
still have the power of the Rocket suit so I went with the next best
option—a suit that would have been form fitting if I’d been seven feet
tall. That was the size of the regular Rocket suit anyway.

Normal Xiniti suits contained weapons that could take out spaceships on
their own. With any luck, they’d decide that my suit had to be an
extra-powerful Xiniti suit. Or, alternately they’d decide I was fake.

On the other hand, given that we were about to face megafauna, they
probably wouldn’t think anything of it at all.

I stepped out of my room, following Marcus and Katuk out. We met Jaclyn,
Cassie, and Tikki in the room between the two bedrooms. It felt a little
strange to see all of us in faux Xiniti style armor. Plus, Cassie’s
sword and gun weren’t typical Xiniti tools or so I’d assumed.

The implant gave me more examples of Xiniti weaponry than I’d ever
wanted in a cascading series of images. Swords weren’t completely
outside the norm. Apparently Xiniti mythology included accounts of a god
that commonly carried two swords into battle, one in each hand. In close
combat, some Xiniti liked to emulate him.

I resolved to ask Lee about that one sometime.

Meanwhile, Cassie’s gun had shapeshifted into a large silver and black
pistol in a typical Xiniti design.

“Mind if I come along?” Tikki asked as if there weren’t any reason to
say no.

Jaclyn’s mouth twisted. “Are you sure? We’re probably facing some kind
of giant elephant dinosaur thing?”

“I told you about my power,” Tikki said. “I’ll be fine.”

“Seriously,” Cassie looked over at Jaclyn. “With time control? She’ll be
fine.”

Geman’s voice came over our implants. “Are you ready? We’re getting
nervous over here.”

I responded for the group. “We’ll be there in seconds.”

“Great. I’ve sent a map to your implants. Follow the red line.” And then
Geman cut the connection.

As we headed toward the hallway that led outside Tikki turned to Cassie,
“I don’t think I’ll be able to keep up with you and I’m not sure where
you’re going.”

Jaclyn’s frown showed through the silver mask covering her face. “I’ll
carry you.”

We stepped outside, following the dirt road with a red line floating
above it. The streets had no lights. We all stayed together anyway. The
new suits all had basic night vision included in the design. The Rocket
suit had a more complicated system that combined radar, sonar and
thermal imaging to create a composite picture, so I could see more than
most.

I didn’t need to.

We ran down the road at about thirty miles per hour, but as we ran, the
problem became clear without any explanation. During the day, the
colony’s shields had glittered in the sunlight, but in the night they
glowed a translucent white, lighting both sides of the shields.

They’d built a physical wall outside of the main area of the settlement
and it looked like they were in the process of extending all the way
around. They weren’t being idiots about it either. They’d used their
force field poles to extend a force field path from the main area over
to the end of the wall they were working on.

Well, sort of.

I’m sure that’s the way it was supposed to work. Somehow it had happened
that one of the poles had been knocked down. However they worked, it had
sealed each side of the path, separating the section next to the new
wall from the settlement’s. That was the good news. The bad news was
that there were people inside the force field next to the wall, that the
only way for them to get back to the settlement was to run the distance
between the two force fields, and that they weren’t alone.

Between the new wall and the settlement paced a four legged, shaggy
beast. Covered with a layer of thick, curly fur, it made me think of a
terrier turned bodybuilder and crossed with a tiger. It appeared to have
been batting the fallen force field pole around. According to my HUD, it
was twelve feet tall.

Geman opened a private channel to our implants and (according to the
address information) Tikki’s bracelet. “You see it now.”

Cassie looked it up and down. “It doesn’t look that bad. Let me out of
the shield and I could take it out myself.”

Geman laughed. “Well, I’m glad you’re confident, but there’s one more
thing you should know. They don’t ever hunt alone. So there are more of
them, and my bet is that they’re on the outside of the new wall waiting
for a fight or for our people to make a run for it.”

I watched the beast walk up to one of the force fields, bat at the
downed force field pole, turn, and follow the wall back the other
direction.

It didn’t strike at the force field wall even though it did watch the
workers behind it, throwing a few glances in our direction.

It had large teeth and a lot of them. How many pounds of force could it
bite with?

I didn’t know off the top of my head but used the HUD to take
measurements of its mouth and head and the underlying muscle structure.

The fact that it didn’t bother to strike at the force field argued that
it might understand that it couldn’t get through.

As I thought, Jaclyn asked the question that I’d just begun to consider.
“How did the pole go down?”

Geman didn’t say anything, giving Cassie time to say, “I guess he
doesn’t know.”

Katuk walked toward the edge of the shield and the beast stopped,
watching him.

Geman’s voice came over the channel. “It sounds like they didn’t
configure it right. I think it got a paw under the force field.”

Interesting. I wasn’t sure how smart that made it, but it was at least
kind of smart. I zoomed in on the pole with my HUD. The pole was bent
and a thick section near the bottom looked like it had a chunk missing.
I doubted that I could repair it, but it might be worth looking at
later.

“Okay everybody,” Jaclyn said over the channel we’d been using. “We’ve
got to make some decisions. We’ve got to figure out how we want to
rescue these people.”

“Easy,” Marcus grew wings out of his back. “All we have to do is have
Nick and I fly over the top of the force fields, grab them, and fly
back. Problem solved. No fighting. No risk. Everything’s good.”

Katuk looked away from the beast and back toward us to send the word,
“Sensible,” in our direction.

Cassie looked the beast up and down. “I’m almost disappointed, but let’s
not fight it if we don’t have to. That thing looks like it could do some
damage.”

“It sounds like a good plan from this end,” Geman said. “They get crazy
when they smell the blood of one of their own.”

“Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen then.” Jaclyn waved over at the
workers by the wall. “Geman, tell them we’re coming.”

Deep voice rumbling, Geman said, “It’s done. I told them what you’re
doing.”

“Great,” Marcus said and took a great flap with his wings. A few more
flaps took him up and over the top of the force fields. I turned on the
rocket pack and took to the air. The force field ended around one
hundred feet up. I slowed my ascent very nearly to hovering in place and
then gave myself enough forward moment to float above the separated
section of the force field and the wall.

It took a moment to get the Rocket suit to hover in place, but once it
did, I took a look over the wall and noticed that Geman had been
correct. My HUD showed four more of the beasts on the other side of the
wall, none of them moving, waiting for anything that chose to escape
around the corner.

I sent the picture over to everyone and let the suit lose altitude. I
came to a stop next to Marcus and the three workers (two men and a
woman).

The group of us stood right next to one of the floating cargo platforms.
If they’d been planning to use it to escape, it wasn’t a bad idea.
Depending on how high and how quickly it flew, they might not need us.
On the other hand, I’d never seen them higher than twenty feet or so.

“Hey everybody,” I said, letting the implant translate my words into
their language. They grunted greetings as the implant informed me that
they were from a gene line that emphasized strength and were used to
breed warriors. Looking them over, I could believe it. They were all
about my height while wearing the Rocket suit—about seven feet. At the
same time, they all could have passed for bodybuilders, even the woman.

If they were like the other people, they might not officially have
powers, but I would have bet that they were stronger than a normal
person.

I looked over at Marcus. “How many can you take?”

He looked from one of them to the other. “Two, I think.”

With me taking one, that would be the end of it in one trip.

“So who wants to fly with me?” I looked over the group. One of the men
made a short bow in my direction. As I reached out to him, the shields
stopped glowing. A second look made it clear to me that they were off,
leaving the workers and us standing unprotected in the dark.

Answering my unasked question, the beast showed that it was smart enough
to recognize that the force field was down by leaping at the group of
us. I didn’t have time to grab the guy and fly away. Instead, I leapt
forward, aiming myself at the animal’s chest, activating the rockets on
my back to give myself speed.

It had me on mass, but I hoped I could give myself enough force to make
up for it. Keeping in mind what Geman had said about the creatures going
crazy when they smelled blood, I tried to knock it sideways into the
back of the barricade. If I had to kill it, I would, but I didn’t want
to make things worse if I didn’t have to.

I hit it in the chest, aiming to my right, causing both of us to tumble
sideways into the wall. The beast gave a yowl as it hit, but it was
still faster than I was, chomping down on my arm and chest with its
mouth.

I blasted it with the sonics, aiming the blast of noise directly at what
appeared to be an ear. Despite a clear invitation to the universe to
create creatures that used an entirely different sense, it dropped me,
screeching.

I pushed myself to my feet and opened up on it with more noise, and a
goobot. The smart bullet expanded into a cloud of sticky goo before it
hit, covering the animal’s chest and front legs.

It grunted and experimentally tried to pull its right leg away from the
left, grunting more and then squealing as it worked on it.

Checking my peripheral vision, I found that Marcus had changed into a
dome, covering the three humans we’d come to protect. I hoped he’d left
them air holes, but didn’t have time to pursue the question.

With a ripping noise, the beast pulled its legs apart, leaving hair from
its right leg attached to the flapping bit of goo on its left.

Even before I’d figured out where Marcus’ eyes had gone when he
flattened out, I heard his voice through my implant as it broadcast to
the group. “Help, everybody! Even with Nick keeping it back, I can’t
take off fast enough with three people.”

It made sense. He had wings.

It also meant that I’d probably have to kill not one, but all five of
the terrier/tiger things. They weren’t more important than people, but
it seemed a little sad to kill animals that were just being animals.

That didn’t stop me from loading a killbot. I’d make it quick, painless
and efficient. If I were lucky, I’d even be able to retrieve the bot. It
wasn’t as if I had very many of them. The killbot sliced through the
creature’s skull and into its brain—which was enough like ours that the
thing fell over, limbs moving spastically.

Along with the hole the killbot made in its head came blood mixed with
brains and bone.

Maybe that would have summoned and enraged them by itself, but they were
already bounding around the corner even as I fired off the killbot,
possibly attracted by the sound of the force field going down.

I aimed the killbot at the first one, a terrier/tiger larger than the
one I’d already killed, and gave the bot the same target.

It dove out of the air where I’d sent it after the first hit, and went
through the terrier/tiger’s head in the same place as before. This time,
though, it barely made through the far side of the creature’s skull. It
wasn’t out of fuel, but it was close. Following my program it had put
the minimum power needed to get through and flew back into my suit
through the bot intake.

I readied another killbot, unsure if I’d have to skip it and start using
lasers, something I’d been avoiding because the translucent force fields
might not be any protection for bystanders.

The terrier/tigers were closing and just before I decided to go with the
lasers, it stopped mattering. Cassie and Jaclyn landed in front of me.
Jaclyn had grabbed Cassie and jumped over the hundred foot tall fence.
She let go and Cassie pulled out her sword. It hummed. Running toward
the nearest one, she dodged a swipe of a paw and jumped, flying toward
its head. It didn’t dodge and she decapitated it with one blow.

She didn’t quite manage to avoid the body which hit her as she passed
under the beast’s neck. It didn’t hit her straight on, she was too
strong and too quick for that, but she had to push off it with her hand,
flying sideways to land on her feet off to its side.

While watching her though, I’d missed what Jaclyn had been doing
altogether. All I know is that I looked past Cassie to find Jaclyn
standing in front of a crumpled heap of a beast.

The fifth and last of the creatures was still alive. Tikki had stepped
through the force field somehow and stood next to a tiger/terrier that
appeared to have been caught mid-leap.

With the aid of my HUD, I thought I could see a globe around the beast.
Tikki’s high voice carried through the night. “Could you maybe hurry? I
don’t think I can keep the bubble up for more than… thirty seconds?”

We hurried.

Marcus shifted back to normal, looked over at the three colonists near
him. “Stand next to me and do it now.”

The colonists listened even if their eyes widened when his arms turned
into tentacles and pulled them into one group. “Nick, you want to take
us over?”

“Sure,” I ran over to him. He sprouted two more tentacles and grabbed my
legs. Knowing what was needed, I activated the rockets and took to the
air, slowing as I neared the end of the tentacles’ full length, and then
flying upward slowly enough that Marcus could still hold on.

It didn’t take much to fly back over the wall.

We landed as Katuk ran back between the force field and the barricade.
He must have run out past the wall to check if there was anything else
out there, and at the speed he was running (more than two hundred miles
per hour), he could cover some ground.

At almost the same time, Tikki gasped and the shimmer around the final
terrier/tiger disappeared. Before I could move, it had turned toward
Tikki, beginning to pounce.

It didn’t matter. A white beam fired from Katuk’s chest, cutting a hole
halfway through the creature’s head.

It fell forward, slumping onto the ground.

Katuk’s voice carried over the group channel. “There are no more
creatures of this type nearby.”

“Good to know,” Jaclyn started walked toward Cassie. “Ready to jump back
over?”

Cassie shook her head. “I think I better incinerate these things with
the gun. If we let the dead bodies rot here, who knows what we’ll
attract?”

Cassie cleaned her sword with a rag from her utility belt, sheathed it,
and pulled out her gun.

Geman’s voice came over the implant. “Good idea. The bodies would only
have attracted more and with people working there… Well, it’s not worth
the risk.”

“And it stops the thing from complaining that it didn’t get to do
anything,” Cassie told us on a private channel. She aimed a wide, white
beam at the nearest dead body. It took a few passes, but the gun
converted it to ash.

“It’s too bad,” Cassie walked toward to the next one as Jaclyn watched.
“They’d almost pass for dogs if they were smaller.”

“They are dogs—mostly,” Geman broke into the conversation again. “The
Abominators terraformed this place around the time they were modifying
humans. Like a lot of their terraforming projects, it was supposed to
test us and almost all the genetic material comes originally from
humanity’s homeworld, wherever that is.”

Jaclyn blinked, watching as Cassie destroyed another. “I thought they
just looked like dogs. That’s sad.” She shook her head. “My uncle’s dog
could almost pass for one of their puppies—if they have puppies. Could
they be dogs like our dogs?”

“Want one?” Marcus grinned at her.

She laughed. “Oh, sure. Can you see me walking one? Or coming home to
find that it’s eating a cow on the front lawn? Thanks, but no. Even if
we could train them, we’d have to keep it in HQ.”

She turned serious. “Hey Geman, I’m going to grab your force field
poles.”

Geman’s voice rumbled through the connection. “Yeah. Bring ‘em in. We’ve
got people who might be able to figure out why they failed.”

She did, and by the time she’d gathered all of them, Cassie had finished
burning the remains. One of the workers lowered a section of force field
and Tikki, Katuk, Jaclyn, and Cassie stepped inside.

The tallest of workers, all of whom looked like Viking stereotypes,
clapped Jaclyn on the shoulder, giving a small bow as he did.

“I’m Sentok. You have our deepest thanks. You are, all of you,
remarkable fighters—even you, Tikki. We’re all trained soldiers
ourselves, but our true strength sleeps for now. If we’d fought them
maybe one of us would have survived. Ask us for help whenever you need
it.”

They escorted us back to the Council building, explaining to us that
they wouldn’t be working any more tonight. The woman (I’d missed her
name) commented, “We shouldn’t even have been working tonight if it
weren’t for this world’s crazy animals.”

They left us at the door and we all walked back into the Council
building and our rooms.

After the doors shut and we heard Sentok and his friends walk away (one
of them had started singing), Tikki’s lips curled as she said, “Even
you-Tikki.” She shook her head. “I suppose I should be grateful that
they noticed.”

Marcus turned to her. “How did you even get out there?”

She gave a small smile. “That kind of force field flickers on and off
multiple times per second. I stepped through when it was off and I took
Katuk with me.” She frowned. “Which was why I had less time to use than
I needed.”

Marcus shrugged. “It worked out. You won’t do it again.”

Tikki laughed. “I can’t promise that.”

We all stood together in the room where we’d been playing Monopoly.
Because it had been virtual reality provided by the ship’s AI, we hadn’t
bothered to sit at the table, but our chairs were still in a circle next
to the fireplace.

Jaclyn looked at the chairs and sighed.

“YES,” the gun’s voice sounded in our heads. “WE WILL PLAY MONOPOLY AND
I WILL BURN YOUR HOUSES AND HOTELS LIKE I HAVE BURNED SO MANY THINGS!”

We did finish the game. Jaclyn won. The gun was disappointed to learn
that you couldn’t raid other players’ property and burn down their
buildings. To be fair, there wasn’t anything specifically forbidding
that in the rules, but there also weren’t any rules for how you’d do it.

Cassie talked him down by volunteering to play a game with him that did
involve weapons. With some grumbling, the gun quieted down.

As we sat at the table afterward, Jaclyn raised an eyebrow as she looked
at Cassie. “I have no idea how you can live with that
thing.”

Cassie shook her head. “It’s not that bad. I’ve got total control. I can
turn it off or on, prevent it from listening to our conversation,
whatever. Right now, it’s drilling itself in fighting simulations,
something it honestly likes.”

Jaclyn laughed. “So, what? It’s basically playing video games.”

Shrugging, Cassie said, “I’m just glad, I’ve got something that I send
it to do that it genuinely likes. It’s like babysitting a murderous
two-year old that likes arson.”

Shaking her head, Jaclyn said, “Yeah. You know that’s just not a thing
I’d put up with. That thing keeps going on about whatever comes into its
head, mostly about killing people. I’m pretty sure, I’d smash it after
one too many suggestions.”

Glancing down toward the gun on her thigh, Cassie took a deep breath.
“Believe me, I get it, but sometimes there’s something endearing about
its bloody single-mindedness.”

Jaclyn frowned. “Better you than me then.”

With that, we drifted into talking about other things—not least among
them what we’d done that night. I didn’t say so, but the way the shields
had failed (shortly after we’d shown up and started trying to rescue the
workers) bugged me.

If someone wanted to know what we could do and how we handled problems,
it wasn’t a bad way to find out if you were willing to risk killing
people.

So that’s what I was thinking about as I lay in the bed they’d set up.
Marcus snored softly while Katuk barely breathed. Over in the next room,
Jaclyn and Tikki talked while Cassie slept. Tikki had stayed overnight
rather than walk back after the game.

The next morning we woke up and had breakfast (meat inside some kind of
pastry. Marcus named them Space Pasties). As we finished, a voice I
didn’t recognize (as in, not Geman) told us that we’d be having visitors
this morning—the colony’s ruling council.

It didn’t take us long to finish breakfast and clean it up, getting into
our uniforms and generally being ready receive them.

They all came in as a group. Jadzen and a man (her assistant?) lead them
in. While Jadzen was tall, even regal with long hair and dark eyes that
moved to take in every detail, the assistant held some kind of tablet.
Short and dark-haired, he only seemed to look at something before typing
into or tapping the screen. He looked familiar somehow and then I placed
him. After Jadzen had tried to tell us to go home, he’d been the one who
looked embarrassed about it.

Following him came a group of five people—two men and three women, all
of them with white hair.

We met them in the common room between the two bedrooms. Jadzen’s
assistant stepped up to the front, standing between us and the council.
In a quavering tenor voice, he said, “Hello… ah… Xiniti citizens. I’m
Maru, assistant to the Hideaway Council. The council wanted to come here
to thank you for your actions last night. We’ve been told that every one
of you were quite impressive… and powerful.”

He swallowed and glanced behind him toward Jadzen Akri who was frowning.
As he hesitated, one of the other two men stepped forward. This one
appeared to be in his mid-fifties, and while he had a head of white
hair, he moved without any weakness. Nearly seven feet tall and with a
thin, but muscular build, he might have been related to the workers we’d
saved.

“I’m Iolan Mekus, the colony’s medic and genetic counselor. I’d like to
personally thank you as the workers you saved were cousins of mine,
distant cousins, but still family with all the obligations that entails.
I’m grateful that they’re alive, but that’s not all. I need to talk to
you about a suspicion I’ve had even back home before emigrating here—“

One or more of the other council members said, “Iolan,” in a tone that I
recognized as irritation, but he continued, ignoring them, his voice
growing louder as he talked.

“—I believe that there is a spy or spies within our midst and this
latest incident confirms it. When my cousins examined the shield poles,
they found that the poles had received a command to turn off. It was no
coincidence. Someone had attempted to kill them. Except there’s no
reason to kill them, but there are plenty of reasons for a spy to want
Xiniti or Xiniti aligned humans to die.”

One of the women, blond, fortyish, and wearing a blue utility jumpsuit,
said, “You’ve been saying that since you got here two years ago.”

Iolan frowned. “I know you don’t believe me, but there have been signs.
We’ve all heard about how the Ascendency managed to follow the ship this
last time, how they were sure they’d lost them, but they showed up
again, one blink from K’Tepolu. But that’s not all. I’ve checked with
Geman and he agrees with me. There’s been more ansible activity before
and after we send out a ship to collect more refugees—”

The woman said, “—Which could easily be explained by the work we have to
do to re-contact our people and everything we have to do afterward to
set up for them once they’re here. And it’s not as if you or Geman have
been able to find any traffic that can’t be explained—”

Iolan’s mouth had turned into a straight line as she interrupted him and
trembled as he listened. As she talked about the ansible traffic, he
opened his mouth again. “Alanna, we’ve had our differences, but this is
too important to let the past affect our decisions.”

Alanna’s lip curled. “What matters is that you don’t have a shred of
evidence to back up what you’re saying. It could be that there’s a spy.
It could be chance. It could—“

As they argued, Maru watched, Jadzen frowned and the rest of the
council’s faces hardened. I could only guess they’d seen this before.

“Quiet, please.” Jadzen’s words cut through the argument and both of
them fell silent. As she spoke, all of our uniforms hummed for a moment.
She’d used just enough of her power to stop the argument. I couldn’t
blame her. That discussion hadn’t been going anywhere.

“Alanna,” Jadzen nodded toward her. “You’re right that Iolan hasn’t
proven what he says, but if he’s right, we can’t ignore it. He’s been a
loyal member and an excellent doctor and genetic counselor, just as
you’ve been excellent at keeping our spaceships and equipment in repair.
I think he should have a chance to prove he’s right.”

She looked directly at Iolan Mekus. “Iolan, investigate if we have a
spy. It is too important to ignore.”

He nodded. “Thank you. That’s all I asked for—the chance to prove that
I’m not seeing spies behind every bush.”

He frowned. “I do have one concern. I’m the colony’s only doctor. I
don’t know if I’ll be able to devote the time to this project that it
deserves.”

Alanna laughed but stopped when Jadzen glanced in her direction.

Turning away from Alanna to look at us, Jadzen said, “You’re right, and
we can’t risk losing all of your time to this project.”

Addressing us, she gave a wide smile. “Citizens of the Xiniti nation.
Since you’re staying here to guard us, I appeal to you for help. I know
the Xiniti are known more for their prowess as soldiers than as
detectives, but you have humans in the group and we are adaptable. So I
ask you, will you assist us? It’s certainly a matter of the colony’s
safety.”

“Of course,” I said. “That’s why we’re here.”

Jadzen nodded slowly in my direction. “Thank you. And thank you for
risking your lives to save our people last night. I wasn’t there, but I
saw the video today. No one asked you to do what you did, and yet you
did it without thought of reward. That is what we’ve always admired
about the Xiniti. Now we’re going to repair ourselves to a quiet spot in
this building and discuss colony business.”

They left.

Jaclyn looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Do you think we just got
played there? I don’t know how, but I feel like Jadzen got exactly what
she wanted.”

I crossed my arms. “I don’t know how. I mean, it did seem like she had
total control of the meeting, but I thought she was just being
decisive.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Well, she was decisive, and now we’re stuck rooting out
traitors to the cause. Look, I’m not saying that’s bad. If the Human
Ascendency finds this place, I don’t know how we’d fight off a fleet
like the one we saw after K’Tepolu. That was big.”

She shook her head remembering.

I couldn’t disagree. It had been big enough that we didn’t stand a
chance—not unless they all landed and Jaclyn smashed the ships—which,
come to think of it, was an idea to remember if they did ever land.

We’d been standing in a line facing them, but as Jaclyn and I had begun
to talk, the group began to circle. Katuk looked at Jaclyn with his
wide, black eyes. “Do you have a reason not to trust the colony’s
leader?”

Jaclyn shook her head. “I don’t. Honestly, it’s probably just leftover
bad feeling from when she tried to send us home.”

Cassie nodded. “Then let’s get to it. Nick ought to go talk to Geman and
see what tech stuff he can find out, but the rest of us should start
getting to know the people. Look, if someone’s working for the Human
Ascendency, they’ve got a reason. Maybe they hate Jadzen and want to see
her captured. Maybe they’re an Ascendency fanatic. We don’t know because
we don’t know anybody. So, let’s change that.”

Tikki frowned. “We’re all part of the resistance. I can’t imagine that
any of us would work for the Ascendency.”

Marcus shrugged. “Then maybe mind control? It’s not impossible.”

Tikki pursed her lips without saying anything. “It is possible. All the
motivators can tell people to do things, but it doesn’t change their
minds and it wears off. They’d be able to tell people.” She stopped,
frowned, and continued with, “And besides, the only motivator we have
here is Jadzen. She’s one of the people who started the resistance and
the colony. And she knows where the colony is, so if she were the spy,
they’d be here already.”

Marcus nodded. “Okay, so not Jadzen, but there might be another
motivator or someone with more invasive mind control
powers.”

Tikki blinked and bit her lip. “The Human Ascendency has telepaths. Some
of them can turn a person’s loyalties inside out or set a command that
can be triggered later.”

Cassie shook her head. “We can’t trust anybody then. Too bad Daniel’s
not here, right? That would make it lots easier.”

I sighed. “That would help, but supposedly we’d have to deal with a lot
of problems if we had a telepath.”

Tikki nodded with so much enthusiasm her head blurred. “Yes. Oh, yes,
you have no idea. The Human Ascendancy and all the ex-Abominator
soldiers station telepaths everywhere to catch telepaths that aren’t
aligned with them. They’re afraid of what would happen if the motivators
change sides or if the motivators’ voice no longer works.”

“Oh,” Marcus grinned at her. “We get it. Believe me. There are telepaths
on our world who have caused a lot of problems.”

“Except for us,” Tikki looked up at him, “they’re one of our last hopes.
Them and the Celestial Ghosts.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Celestial Ghosts? That sounds like someone
was desperate to not call them Space Ghosts—which would have been kind
of embarrassing. What are they?”

Even as he said it, I felt an data dump coming at me from the implant.
Some faction of the Abominators decided they needed a force that could
cross space without a spaceship, land on a planet unseen and spy or
attack as needed. So, after considerable work, they caught some sort of
being that survived in the depths of space. I didn’t recognize it even
with the pictures. Like the Abominators, it changed shape, but unlike
them it shifted universes and through states of hyperspace just as
easily. The only guess that made any sense to me was that it might be a
child of Lee’s race, but nothing I’d heard from Lee or “Kee” (the member
of Lee’s species  we’d met back on K’Tepolu station) gave me any hint
that they still had young. It wasn’t unreasonable to think that there
might be other beings that crossed space with a thought.

Whatever it was, the Abominators dissected it, analyzed its genetic
structure, and spliced a variation of their genes into human DNA. I saw
the Abominator birthing chambers creating the new gene line, all of the
forms female. When they were decanted from the tanks, the lead scientist
inspected them. In that moment, they all disappeared. The Abominators
tried a few more times, always with the same result. Even when they
created machines that prevented the Celestial Ghosts from disappearing,
it only prolonged the inevitable.

The flood of data included dates, places, the names of the scientists,
but I didn’t care about any of that. I just knew I wanted to talk to my
sister and I had no way to do it. She couldn’t enter hyperspace on her
own, but she’d told me that she could have shifted between realities in
Infinity City, and I knew Grandma had.

Even as Tikki finished her description of them with, “No one knows where
they go and some people don’t even think they’re real, but I’ve heard
they worked with the Xiniti against the Abominators.”

“True,” Katuk said, nodding toward her.

He must have already known, but I struggled with a new sea of implant
assisted enlightenment. Celestial Ghosts floated through the walls of
Abominator ships attacking the crew while Xiniti attacked another
section of the fleet.

When it was over, I realized that Cassie had caught my eye. “Pretty
crazy, right?”

I struggled to find words and managed a “Yeah.”

Tikki glanced over at me. I said, “Sorry. My implant deluged me with
data after you mentioned the Celestial Ghosts.”

She smiled and shook her head. “I’ve seen the look before. You all got
it.”

Marcus grinned. “I ignored it, put it off until I had time. I’m going to
manage the thing instead of letting it manage me—“

His eyes unfocused and then he blinked, saying, “Whoa. Nick, did you see
what I saw?”

Jaclyn rolled her eyes. “We all did.”

Cassie shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but reel it in
everybody. We’re not getting anywhere on the real topic. We need to find
out who’s the spy, right? Here’s the beginning—we invite people our age
over and get to know them. It can’t be very many, right? There’s only a
few thousand people on the whole planet.”

Jaclyn laughed. “Your big idea is that we throw a party? They’re going
to kick us off the planet.”





Birthright


        Castle Rock Compound, Colorado, Earth

A figure stood alone in the dark on the edge of a small cliff. Leaning
on the railing, she looked out on the houses, streets, and lawns. Except
for the stone walls and mountains that surrounded the town on all sides,
it could have been any suburb in the United States.

Haley brushed a lock of brown hair out of her eyes, wondering if she
should go with a short haircut next time. It would be easier in a fight.
Except then Night Cat would have to wear a wig since it wouldn’t be
smart for both of her identities to get the same haircut at the same
time.

Her eyes drifted upward, above the walls to the night sky and stars
beyond.

Nick, Jaclyn, Cassie, and Marcus were out there somewhere. Lee had said
they’d be gone for two weeks—unless something went wrong. Haley knew
better than to assume that was impossible. If things were going right,
there was no need for any of them to be there.

She hoped that wherever Nick and the others were that they weren’t alone
because no one would be able to help them from here.

Haley didn’t have to turn around to know who was walking toward her
through the park. If she couldn’t identify Daniel and Izzy from their
bodies’ scents alone, she would have recognized Daniel’s cologne, and
Izzy’s deodorant (she only rarely wore perfume). If that hadn’t been
enough, she knew the sound of their walks.

“I don’t know if it matters,” Daniel addressed her as he came into
earshot, “but Nick told me that we probably can’t see where they are. He
didn’t know exactly where he’d be, but right now the night sky has it’s
best view of the galactic core. He said they’d be further up or down our
spiral arm.”

Haley nodded, “I know. He told me too. It doesn’t matter. Stars are
still stars.”

Izzy reached out to touch her shoulder. Haley looked up, reminded that
Izzy was a foot taller.

“We’re going to watch a movie in Vaughn’s room. You’re invited.” Izzy
smiled at her and let go.

It was, Haley told herself, kind of sweet and kind of irritating. It was
good that they cared, but Daniel had as much of a reason to be worried
as she did.

Maybe worrying about her was one way to avoid worrying about Nick? She
thought about it.

You might be right, Daniel thought back at her.

Aloud, he said, “Vaughn said he’d start the movie in about fifteen
minutes.”

Looking up at the both of them (their children, she decided, would be
giants), she tried not to let any of the irritation show—for all the
good it would do. “I’ll be there, but I might not be on time.”

Daniel nodded at her. “You’ll be welcome whenever you arrive.”

“But don’t sit around here all night, okay?” Izzy smiled at her.

They left, holding hands, and Haley watched the stars. It was the first
time she’d had alone all week and it felt nice. She was rooming with
Camille and even though she liked Camille, it felt like Camille talked
nonstop. Tonight Camille was doing something with Keon. She hoped they
had fun.

She looked up at the glow of the crescent moon, remembering that she was
a werewolf in Amy’s world and her pack had separated her from Nick
there. She felt no urge to howl and had nearly decided to go to Vaughn’s
room for the movie when Nick’s sister faded in next to her.

Rachel wore black jeans and a black t-shirt. Her silver necklace
glinted, reflecting the moon above or the streetlights below.

She leaned on the railing next to Haley. “How are you holding up?”

Haley frowned. “I’d be doing better if people didn’t keep on asking me.
How are you holding up?”

Rachel shrugged. “I’m not worried. I talked to Lee about it after my
last guitar lesson. He said the Xiniti don’t give first time initiates a
hard mission. They’ve handled worse. Even if I were worried because
Cassie’s impulsive and Marcus hasn’t been in the field very much, Jaclyn
and Nick are both level-headed.”

Following the Milky Way’s spattering of stars toward the horizon, she
wondered how far out of sight they were.

Pushing away from the railing and standing straight, Rachel smiled. “My
grandmother said she thought she heard voices in the stars sometimes.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“No joke,” Rachel said and checked the time on her phone. “The movie’s
about to start. Are you going?”

“Yes,” Haley said, and they left.



The Council Building, Hideaway

“I can’t believe they brought beer,” I told Jaclyn. “You’re right. The
council is going to kick us off the planet.”

“I dunno,” Marcus said. “I’d bet that they don’t have a drinking age
here, so it’s all totally legal.”

We were in our suite in the colony’s council building. Kids our age
filled the shared common area. There couldn’t have been more than ten,
but it felt like more. They’d placed four clear jugs on the table, all
of them filled with brown, fizzy liquid.

Jaclyn glanced toward the door. “If they were going kick us out, they’d
have done it by now. There’s no way they don’t know people are here.”

I caught Marcus’ eye, keeping my voice low. “I’m not worried that it’s
illegal. I’m more worried about the Council deciding that we’re
‘corrupting the youth’ or something. Plus they might have a problem with
a party here.” Glancing over at Jaclyn, I added, “They might not have
noticed yet.”

Jaclyn watched something outside the window and shook her head. “They’d
have to be blind not to notice.”

Through the window, I saw a floating platform come to a stop in front of
the doorway. Two guys pulled a keg off the back and walked in, carrying
it between them.

“Huh.” I watched them add it to the bottles on the table and join the
group.

“Exactly.” Jaclyn stepped forward to join one of the circles of people.

As she did that, I turned to see if Marcus had anything to add and found
that he was talking to Tikki. I missed exactly what he said, but she
laughed and he grinned at her response.

That’s the moment where I realized that I was the only person standing
next to the wall alone. Cassie and Jaclyn were already talking with the
group. Marcus and Tikki stood on the edge of it, talking to each other.
I knew I should push my way in and be with everyone else.

That was the plan, anyway. If we got to know people, we’d stand a better
chance of finding the mole, but it still felt like too many people were
in the room.

A woman’s voice said, “Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear you talking.
You don’t have to worry about anyone accusing you of anything. We’re
self-sufficient colonists in the middle of nowhere. With no one here to
do it for us, we’ve had to corrupt ourselves.”

I turned my head to find that one of the women had stepped out of the
group.

Like most of the colonists I’d seen so far, she wore a jumpsuit, but
hers was different. Emerald green with accents of silver and white, it
looked like someone had been designing with an eye toward style as much
as function. Much like her clothes, her straight, shoulder length, black
hair had been cut and styled such that none of them were out of place.

In short, she cared more about how she looked than I did. To be fair,
that was true of most people.

She had to be good at it too. My first impression of her face was dark
brown eyes, light brown skin, and full lips. My second impression was
that she looked like a twenty year younger version of Jadzen Akri.

Her upper lip twisted. “I know that expression. Yes. My mom is Jadzen
Akri and no. No one will get in trouble. We get together every week
under one excuse or another.”

I nodded, letting out a breath. “Good. It’ll be easier protecting all of
you if we don’t get kicked off the planet.”

She laughed. “Do you think that might work for me? Getting kicked off
the planet would be the best thing that happened since I got here.”

One of the guys, a big blond guy like the ones we’d saved, said, “Keep
on dreaming, Kals. You’re stuck on this rock with the rest of us and
you’re never leaving.”

“Thanks for the words of hope.” She moved her arm downward, two fingers
extended, a hand gesture that my implant assured me was basically the
same as flipping people off. They both laughed.

Then she turned away from them and joined me next to the wall. She
seemed shorter up close than she had further away. That wasn’t because
of superpowers as much as that she had certain intensity, giving the
feeling that she was giving you her complete attention. In any case, she
was a few inches shorter than I was and about half a foot taller than
Haley.

“You’re… Kals?” I reminded myself that a short bow was considered
appropriate and that a handshake wasn’t, giving a bow that was barely
more than a nod. I must have done it correctly enough because she
returned the bow.

“Kals is short for Kalsekafora which is old and embarrassing. I refuse
to use it.” Judging from the tightness of her jaw and strong resemblance
to her mother in that moment, I had no intention of using it either.

I told her the first thing that came into my head. “I’m pretty sure I
can’t even say it.”

“I wish that were true of more people, but don’t worry about it. Call me
Kals. Everyone does. Now, I’ve been told all of your group’s names. Your
name is Nick.”

In the background, someone turned on music, placing a small pyramid in
the windowsill. It filled the room with sounds that reminded me a little
of jazz and a little of the music I’d heard in Indian restaurants.

As a few people began to dance, I noticed that people never touched
except on their clothes. That wasn’t only true when dancing, though. It
was true all the time. There had to be a reason.

Trying not to be distracted by my thoughts, I told Kals, “That’s right.
I’m Nick.”

She gave a hint of smile and then asked, “What do you do for the group?”

I shrugged. “I pilot our spaceship and keep our stuff working.”

Nodding, she said. “You keep everything working? From the ship’s drives
to the computers to your suits and weapons? And you
pilot?”

The implant buried me a burst of knowledge about ship staffing. On a
ship of any size, those were completely different positions, staffed by
different engineers and mechanics. “Pretty much. I’m more knowledgeable
about some things than others. Also, it’s a small ship.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. If I didn’t do something the whole
conversation could become centered around how unusual we all were, or
worse, it might center on me personally. We needed to know who in the
colony might be a spy or simply be unhappy enough to bring down the
wrath of the Human Ascendancy down on the colony.

Given what she’d said earlier, Kals herself was a candidate. She didn’t
seem angry enough, but I didn’t really know her either. “How about you?”
I straightened up and stopped leaning on the wall. “What do you do
here?”

She took a breath. “Well, I was training to be a motivator. You know
about my mom. I was going to do what she did—pretend to serve the
Ascendancy while helping the resistance. It didn’t work out. They found
out who my mom was and we’ve been running ever since. Now I’m training
in biology and agriculture. It’s not all bad, but it’s not as
glamorous.”

She smiled at that.

Judging from her reaction, I was supposed to know something about
motivators. I searched the implant, learning that the Human Ascendancy’s
motivators were everywhere in their society, commanding people directly
and more subtly to follow the plan. They couldn’t change what people
felt about something, but the Xiniti’s reports suggested that the
constant small pushes might make it hard for the Human Ascendancy’s
subjects to recognize what their true feelings were.

“How does glamorous fit with that?” I’m sure I sounded as confused as I
felt.

In a flatter voice, she said, “You’ve got an implant. Ask it what kind
of lives the motivators live.”

I didn’t have to. As I thought in that direction, I saw pictures of
motivators in bejeweled clothing, their mansions and vast estates. The
backbone of the Human Ascendancy’s empire, they had the best of
everything and knew the most powerful and celebrated people on their
worlds.

I had a motive for her to be the mole now. It would be hard to go from
that to this. Still, wanting that life enough to betray her mother and
people she seemed to like? That seemed unlikely.

Coming back to reality, I said, “I see what you mean. That would be a
huge change.”

She shook her head. “Don’t judge me from what your implant just showed
you. We weren’t hobnobbing with the planetary governor, but we did have
more than most.”

I was about to ask if she had an implant when Tikki bumped me. “Sorry,”
she said, joining hands with Marcus as they squeezed through the common
room and into the main area of the council building.

Except for Kals, no one seemed to notice them go, but Kals more than
made up for it. She stared at them until they disappeared, turning to me
to say. “They’re holding hands. He’s not from her gene line.”

She turned away to stare at the shut door on the far side of the
room.”Does he have Change?”

“Change?” I asked even as my implant defined it as a drug the Human
Ascendancy used to create powered individuals. “No,” I said, and maybe I
should have said yes because Marcus had done something weird and she’d
practically handed me an explanation she could accept.

Brows furrowing, she asked, “Where are you from?”

“M8749.” I managed to say it naturally only because the implant stored
it.

“One of the fallow worlds? But he can shapeshift?” Now she was staring
at me.

With Lee’s help, we’d planned this answer out. “It was fallow when the
Abominators left. Now it’s just unplanned. People come from other
planets and leave their genes. So we have powered people, but we don’t
have gene lines that we’re required to keep pure.”

She blinked. “You don’t know how it works, do you? The Abominators
didn’t require us to keep our genetics pure. They made it impossible for
people from different gene lines to breed.”

Geman had said something like that. “How?”

“Most gene lines are infertile, but in case any aren’t they made it so
we all get nasty rashes any time we touch the bare skin of any line but
our own. Change disables both of them. We’ve been trying to buy it, but
it’s closely guarded.”

That explained why everyone’s jumpsuits covered their legs and arms, why
no one touched during dancing, and why no one at this party except for
Marcus and Tikki had disappeared to make out.

She frowned, looking up at me. “I’d like you to try something. Touch my
skin with your finger–just use the tip. If this doesn’t work, you’ll
want it to be a small spot, believe me. And don’t touch my face.”

She rolled up her sleeve. I touched her forearm. Nothing happened. She
stared at it and then me. “You’re either going to save this colony or
destroy it.”

I felt my eyes widen. “What?”

Kals shook her head. “If we’re going to talk about this, we should find
someplace where we won’t be heard.” Then she pointed to the door
outside.

“Sure,” I said, and we stepped out into the dark. The council building
rose above us, the cluster egg-shaped sections shining in the
streetlights.

Kals looked up and down the street. “I don’t want to be overly dramatic,
but you could destroy all of human civilization.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Um… That does sound overly
dramatic.”

She sighed. “Check with your implant later, but listen to me. The
Abominators took us from wherever humans come from and molded us to
their whims. They set up different gene lines, decided who could mate
with whom and set up systems to keep us under their control. The Human
Ascendancy and the other human empires took over when they were
destroyed. The system that makes infertility and the rash between
different human gene lines work? It’s complicated and fragile. It’ll
fall apart if normal genes get added to the mix.”

Nodding, I said, “And if everyone can mate with everyone, the
differences between gene lines collapse and if humans here are more
suggestible, maybe that ends too…”

Frowning, she said, “We are. If you people pass on your genes, our
colony will live. We’ll be a place of mixed gene lines, a stew of
everything, but if we expand outward or our children travel back home…
It would take time, but the whole structure of interstellar civilization
would collapse.”

I could imagine it—fallen governments, wars, refugees and ransacked
planets all because we had unprotected sex.

Then she shook her head. “That’s how the Human Ascendancy will see it.
They might ignore us if we were just a colony of exiles, but if they
knew we’d shattered the way they control society, they’d throw
everything at us.”

Unsure if I wanted to hear the answer, I asked, “How would people here
see it?”

She laughed, but it seemed more nervous than happy to me. Then she
looked into my eyes. “It would be a mess. Most of the people here are
what the Ascendancy would classify as breeders—people who hold the genes
for powers, but they’re not active. If their number came up, they’d be
required to mate with someone with active powers and produce a child—who
would then be taken away and raised to be loyal to the government. So
imagine a third person entering a relationship you’re in, making a kid
with your spouse and taking the child away—lots of bad memories.”

“Huh,” I leaned against the curved wall behind me.

“It gets worse,” she said. “We’re refugees from the rebellion. We’re
terrorists and anarchists. Most of the people here hate the Human
Ascendancy so much that they were willing to kill to fight it. Sure,
we’re all colonists now, but everyone here is wanted by the government.
If the opportunity came to make it end in fire, they’d take it. I don’t
know what people will actually do, but nothing would surprise me. For
all I know, they might offer you the chance to stay or stay long enough
to get a few people pregnant or for Jaclyn or Cassie to give birth.”

I snorted. “That’s not going to happen.”

She gave another look up and down the street. “Good because I’m sure
half or more of our people came here with the intention of never letting
that happen again—either to themselves or their kids. What’s worse, I’m
sure some of them would volunteer themselves and maybe even their
kids, but they’ll be hating you the whole time.”

“Not me,” I said. “My girlfriend definitely wouldn’t be okay with that.
Is there any chance we could donate sperm and your doctor could
inseminate people or, I don’t know, find some way to splice in my genes
in for an embryo’s ‘make a rash’ genes? It seems faster than having
Marcus and I knock up the colony and we wouldn’t have to hurt anyone’s
feelings.”

“Maybe.” She’d laughed as I suggested we’d
have to “knock up” the colony and appeared to be ready to say something
else when my implant informed me that Jaclyn wanted to talk to me.

I took the call. Jaclyn’s voice filled my head. “I hope you’re not doing
what Marcus is doing.”

“No! I mean, I’m assuming Marcus and Tikki are making out. Kals and I
are talking just outside the front door.”

Jaclyn sighed. “Good. Cassie and I had no idea where you went and Kals’
friends didn’t know where she went. They started making jokes about
‘second skin’. I have no idea what they’re talking about.”

“We probably ought to get back then. I’ve learned a lot. I’ll figure out
how to explain, but don’t touch anybody. It’ll be a huge mess.”

Jaclyn snorted. “Awesome. Marcus’ implant isn’t taking any calls, so I’m
assuming it’s too late for that warning.”

“Maybe Tikki’s accepting calls?” I asked as Kals touched the bracelet on
her left wrist.

“We tried that,” Jaclyn said. “No.”

“Did you leave messages?”

Her sigh was audible even over the implant. “Yes, but not about not
touching. You should call them.”

Would Tikki even need to be told? She shouldn’t—except that she’d had a
week to discover that there were no issues with touching us at all. I
hadn’t remembered it coming up, but she might not have told us if it
had.

“Okay,” I told her, and left messages with Marcus’ implant and Tikki’s
bracelet. One of them would have to notice, right?

I stopped concentrating on my implant to find Kals with her arms folded
across her chest, watching me.

It struck me that taking a call on my implant might be at least as rude
as taking a cellphone call. “Sorry. Jaclyn called me about Marcus and
Tikki and also um… us. I told her we’re not uh… doing anything.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. “Of course that’s where their minds
went.”

I glanced toward the window. We were off to the side of it, so I
couldn’t see much, but a couple people were looking out. With all the
light in the room, they probably couldn’t see anything out here.

I turned back to Kals. “I don’t see why your friends would assume we’re
doing anything. For all they know, it’s impossible.”

She didn’t say anything for a second, but added, “Let’s just say
anything’s possible if you use your imagination… You were saying
something before she called. What was it?”

It was my turn to pause, trying to remember something that it felt I’d
said half a week a go now. “I was trying to say that while I don’t want
to cheat on my girlfriend to do it, I’d like the colony to survive. It
seems like if someone could use my genes to fix the allergy, your people
could hide the effects from the Human Ascendancy. I mean, you’ve
probably got the technology. The Abominators had those birthing tanks.
Plus, you seem to be ahead of us in every other area and we’re nearly to
the point where we can edit people’s genes.”

She frowned, but then she shrugged. “I’m sure it’s not that simple or
we’d have done it already. But you have to talk to Iolan about the mole
anyway. He’s our genetic counselor. He’d know whether or not it’s
possible if anyone would.”

She checked the window. “We’d better go in before they decide we’re…”

She stopped. “I take that back. They’ll still think that no matter what
we do.”

“That reminds me,” I said. “What is second skin? Jaclyn said that your
friends were joking about it.”

I’d been wearing the glasses that as acted as a hidden HUD for when I
was wearing my stealth suit as clothes. Through my glasses I could see
Kals’ skin darken or take a redder tinge at the very least.

“I’m going to kill them,” she muttered, but in a louder voice she said,
“Second skin is a product used to help heal burns. It can be sprayed
over the skin of any gene line. More expensive varieties allow the user
to feel through them like normal skin.”

I’d been wondering why she’d begun to lecture me in a controlled, almost
strained, voice about a first aid product at first, but a few words in,
I knew exactly why and she confirmed it.

“My first serious boyfriend was from another gene line. We used it once,
but not for the official purpose. Both of us ended up with horrible
rashes in the worst places.” She shook her head. “No one will let me
forget it and it’s not as if I’m the only one it ever happened to. I’m
sure more people use it for sex than burns.”

Then she threw back her head and laughed, “Assholes. See if I don’t
spill their most embarrassing moments the first chance I get.”

We went back inside soon after that. In some ways, there’s not much to
tell about the party except that I didn’t spend the rest of it standing
next to the wall. Kals pulled me into the group, introducing me to her
friends (“This is Mati, his most recent, ansible only, girlfriend
turned out to be an intelligent computer virus with a weird thing for
feet—“), whose embarrassing moments were often stranger than I’d thought
possible.

The beer tasted better than the beer I’d tried at the last party I’d
been at. It had been Miller Lite and tasted most strongly of the metal
keg that contained it. It was a low bar to cross, but the beer here
didn’t taste like metal. I still wasn’t sure that it tasted good, but at
least it wasn’t bad.

Marcus didn’t reappear until after everyone had left. Cassie, Jaclyn,
Katuk, and I sat around the table in the common area talking through
what we’d learned. Tikki wasn’t with him.

“I walked her home,” he said. “She’s amazing.”

Jaclyn gave him a sidelong glance, but didn’t say anything. “The main
point of having people over tonight was to get to know people and pick
up leads for who might be passing along information to the Human
Ascendancy. We’ve been talking about what we learned. Marcus, did you
find out anything?”

He gave a brief grin. “Tikki and I kind of got distracted and we left,
but I learned about her childhood and what it’s like to grow up a
breeder in the Human Ascendancy. That was interesting. Technically, her
gene line is ‘active’ but because the Ascendancy doesn’t have much use
for it by itself, they’re used as breeders—which meant that both of her
parents had to pass their genes along. She’s got half a dozen half
brothers and sisters and she’s never met any of them. Crazy, right?”

I nodded. “It is, but it fits with what I found out.” Whereupon I
explained what Kals had told me.

Cassie leaned forward, putting her arms on the table. “I think she’s
exaggerating. I mean, sure, it’ll mess things up for the Human
Ascendancy and all the other Abominator humans, but not very quickly
unless they breed like rabbits. By they time the colony’s a problem for
the Ascendancy, the whole situation could be different. The Alliance
might let Earth’s ships use the gate.”

Marcus shook his head. “Wow. Tikki kind of told me that, but we skipped
the part where sex could bring about the end of civilization.”

Shaking her head, Jaclyn said, “That might be the reason they aren’t
letting us leave Earth. If we’d mess up the human civilizations around
us that much, well, I get it. It might be that we’d be better off
developing to the point that we’re too powerful to keep penned into one
system before we leave. If you think about it, Earth’s in the middle of
the worst neighbors you could get.”

At that, Katuk nodded slowly. “That is the Xiniti hope for the people of
Earth, that when they leave their system that they’re strong enough to
survive.”

Jaclyn looked over at him. “I hope they’re not part of the reason that
our ships never qualify to be allowed to leave our solar system.”

His dark eyes gave nothing away. “I can’t speak to that as I was not
personally involved.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow and turned back to the rest of us. “Did anybody
get any leads that might tell us who is behind messing with the force
field generators?”

“Not any good leads, but,” Cassie raised her hand to emphasize her
point, “I can tell you that they’re spooked. They’ve never had that
happen before. Iolan has said he’s seen evidence of sabotage before, but
this is the first time that it’s this obvious. They’re not sure that it
really happened here before the most recent ship of refugees, but it
definitely has happened after.”

“Which means that it might be that the person came on the ship this
time,” I said, “or it means that someone was already here, but maybe
someone came in with the most recent ship that made them decide they had
the necessary support to make their campaign more noticeable. So
basically, two spies.”

“‘Always there are two,” Marcus said, “‘the master and the apprentice’.”

Katuk eyed him. “My classes in counter-espionage did not make that
claim. Could you elaborate?”

I shook my head. “He’s making a joke. He’s quoting from a movie and
probably the worst movie in that series.”

Marcus shrugged. “Phantom Menace was the first Star Wars movie I saw.
I liked it.”

Before I could reply, Jaclyn started talking. “Before this derails into
nerdery, does anyone have any suspects?”

“The plant?” Cassie glanced over at me. “He might have arranged that
attack on Tikki to look good and get on board. I’ve been talking to
people and he’s sold a lot of stuff. If that does more than he says, he
has something everywhere.”

I thought about the possibilities. Information gathering is the obvious
one, but if they could remotely do stuff (like detonate?), we could have
a huge problem on our hands.

Jaclyn nodded. “Anyone else?”

“Well,” I said. “There’s Kals. She doesn’t want to be here at all. I
can’t quite believe she’d betray her mom and her friends to be somewhere
more interesting.”

“Plus,” Marcus said, “she wasn’t on the ship. She was here. Tikki told
me that Jadzen Akri leaves this place to pick up new people every so
often, but she doesn’t bring Kals. So that wouldn’t explain the fleet
that nearly caught us on the way here. We don’t know that that was
because of espionage, but it would be easier if it were.”

Cassie held up a hand, getting our attention. “Hey, one more
possibility: Tikki. She was on the ship. She doesn’t have family, no
friends among the rest of the people, and she managed to set things up
so that she became familiar with us and how we do things—“

Marcus shook his head. “No. That was accidental. She couldn’t have known
we’d come looking for her. Plus, how could she sabotage the force field
generators? She was with us that night and only saw them after they
malfunctioned.”

Voice low, Katuk spoke as Marcus took a breath. “That is where Nick’s
theory of a second spy would explain access to the force field
generators.”

Frowning, Marcus muttered, “Crap.”

Then he shook his head. “I still can’t see her working for the Human
Ascendancy though. They killed her parents. They took her brothers and
sisters away when they were two or three. I can see how she might hate
them, but I can’t see how she’d work for them.”

Cassie shrugged. “People lie—”

“Yeah,” Marcus said, “but people here know her and her parents.”

“Right,” Cassie started talking the moment he stopped, “but they could
still have something she wants—maybe her parents aren’t dead or they’re
willing to let a brother or sister go? Look, if someone had your family
would you let them die? You’d do something, maybe even betraying a
bunch of people you only kind of know.”

Marcus exhaled. “I don’t buy it. It’s got to be someone
else.”

Jaclyn looked over at Cassie, lips in a straight line, and Cassie didn’t
interrupt as Jaclyn said, “Look, I know the two of you like each other.
That was obvious on the way in, but be careful. She might be everything
you say, but she might not be. I don’t want to find you in the woods
with a knife in your back or maybe partially eaten by those dog things.”

He held up his hands. “Ok. Ok. I’ll be careful. Just don’t make Tikki
feel like an axe murderer, right? Because she probably isn’t.”

Katuk looked from Jaclyn to Marcus. “Is murdering people with an axe
common on your world?”

Everybody turned to look at him.

Marcus cocked his head, thinking about it. After a moment he said, “Not
too common, but it’s memorable when it happens. You know, I bet people
use the phrase because axes are scarier looking than other weapons.
Almost no one uses them for fighting. People mostly use guns or knives.”

Katuk nodded. “That seems sensible. Axes are often unwieldy.”

No one seemed to have a response to that, so I asked, “Did you hear
about any other possible suspects?”

Cassie shook her head. “Yeah and no. There are thousands of people on
the planet, so one night isn’t enough. I heard about a lot of people,
but I didn’t hear anything bad enough yet. I mean, remember that woman
Alanna who didn’t believe that there could possibly be a spy here? She’s
one of the colony’s techies. I figured that she was an excellent
suspect. It doesn’t get much better than a techie who doesn’t want you
to look for spies, right? Except here’s the problem. She had an affair
with Iolan years ago, so they’re both on council now, but she opposes
everything he’s for.

“Sure, maybe that’s enough motivation to betray the colony, but most
likely she’s pissed off enough at him to argue, but nothing else, you
know?”

Jaclyn glanced at Cassie. “I can’t say I came up with anyone we weren’t
talking about earlier, but I know more about who’s who around here than
I used to. It’s beginning at least. Maybe Iolan will have something
better when we meet him tomorrow?”

I nodded. “The way they talked at the council meeting, it sounded like
he’d been harping on this for years. Maybe he’ll have a list.”

Jaclyn pursed her lips. “I hope so. Well, we’re done unless anyone
learned anything you think we should all know.”

Marcus raised his hand. “Get this. Did you know these people can choose
to be fertile? The guys can shoot blanks at will. The women choose to
release eggs and I might be wrong, but it sounds like they can choose
the gender. You wonder why. I do, anyway.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow.

“Look,” Marcus said, “We were talking. It came up.”

We all went to our separate rooms and went to bed. In the silence as we
waited for the chance to fall asleep, Katuk told us, “We, Xiniti, can
choose our gender.”

Marcus asked, “What gender are you now?”

“Asexual,” Katuk said. “We adjust to the situation. There are no
eligible Xiniti here, so procreation is not an option and recreational
sex unlikely. In any case, creating a child in a place that might be
invaded would be irresponsible as well as a distraction from our task.”

“Huh,” Marcus’ voice carried across the room. “That’s different. I had
no idea. Say, you guys destroyed pretty much all the Abominators. Do you
have any idea why they chose to give their enslaved humans the ability
to choose whether they get pregnant or not? It seems like they weren’t
interested in that kind of freedom.”

The Xiniti considered it. “I assume it would have some use in choosing
when their subjects would get pregnant since humans are perpetually
receptive to sex.”

I opened my eyes and looked toward Marcus’ dark lump of blankets on the
other side of the room. “I figured it was because of the motivators.
Without the ability to choose, you get a random baby at random times.
With the ability to choose and motivators, you get babies whenever you
want them. Plus you get whatever gender you think would be convenient.”

“I should have guessed,” Marcus said. “I suppose we’re all lucky that
they’re dead.”

In his inhumanly precise voice, Katuk added, “The Human Ascendancy uses
their methods. In that sense, they live on, and we may see them before
the end of all this.”

That thought didn’t help me sleep any faster, but eventually, I did
drift off.

The next day found the group of us in Iolan Mekus’ office and lab. It
was another of the egg-shaped buildings. This one was set at a distance
from the main settlement—which I’d just learned had one of the least
interesting names possible.

Marcus stared at Iolan. “You call it ‘Landing’? I get it. It’s right
next to where you’ve got the starships, but I’d have gone with something
more, you know, inspiring. It’s significant—the beginning of a human
colony on this world. That’s crazy and amazing.”

Iolan frowned, leaning against his desk which was covered with clutter.
There weren’t any papers but there were multiple black tablets and
various small, plastic-looking devices of a variety of different shapes,
ranging from flat squares to cylinders.

His desk matched the lab. While perfectly clean (to the degree it could
be in the middle of a wilderness), all the devices stood next to each
other with barely any space between them. My university’s chem labs were
much better organized—well, except maybe for a few of the profs’ private
areas. Those could get messy.

Iolan scowled. “We used to call it First Landing, but after a while
everyone dropped the ‘First’. Now, I know you’re here to help me find
out if there’s a spy—”

“Or spies,” I added.

“—Among us, but I got the impression that you wanted to talk to me about
something else?”

Jaclyn spoke before I could respond, looking Iolan in the eye. “We found
out that your colony’s going to get dangerously inbred soon because no
one can have children except with people from their own group. We’re
from one of the planets where the Abominators kept unmodified humans.
We’ve got other stuff mixed in now, but we don’t activate anybody’s
allergies so far.”

His brow wrinkled. “You know this how?”

“I touched Kals’ arm with my finger,” I said, “and she didn’t have any
problems.”

Marcus gave half a smile. “Tikki and I… We touched a few other places—a
lot of times. We didn’t use second skin or anything like that.”

Iolan’s eyes narrowed. “I hope not. I’ve been keeping all of that under
lock and key. If people got into my stores…” He shook his head,
muttering, “We need it for burns, but go on.”

Marcus’ jaw dropped a little. “There isn’t any more. You don’t want to
hear exactly what we did, do you?”

Leaning against one of the tables, Cassie grinned. “He wants to hear it
all—especially the embarrassing parts.”

Then Iolan blinked, realizing, I’m guessing, exactly what we’d said.
“No. Not at all. That… That’s incredible. I’m not sure I can even
believe you, but we can prove it even without bringing in people and
risking nasty rashes. If you give me a little bit of skin or spit, I’ll
be able to find out what we need to know.”

He turned to his desk, finding a stack of thin, glossy white squares,
giving one to each of us except for Katuk. “Spit on it and pass it back
to me.”

I took mine, spit on the square, watched as the spit disappeared inside,
and passed it back to Iolan.

Taking the squares, he placed them next to each other on one of
the tablets. “We’ll have to wait a minute while it catalogs your DNA and
compares to ours.”

After a little more than a minute, the edges of each square changed
color, turning from white to red and then back to white. Iolan stared
ahead as if reading something invisible above them. “They’re done and
have made a preliminary report. You’re all of unmodified human stock or
at least of unintentionally modified stock. Note though that I say
unintentionally modified. You’re all basic human stock that have
somehow inherited genes from more than one Abominator created gene line
as well as a few completely new mutations.”

Turning to Cassie, he said, “You’re the most normal of the group,
containing genes that one group of Abominators used as rulers—except
that you lack the gifts related to ruling, have kept the improved
physical abilities and immortality, but have an ability to heal that’s
far in excess of what I’ve ever seen.”

He went on, pointing at Jaclyn. “You’ve got a collection of genes from
different lines… I’ve never seen them combine like this and from what I
heard from those who saw you in action, I’d need a great deal of time to
explain your abilities.”

He glanced over at Marcus. “You’re as unusual. You’ve got many of the
same genes combined with one of the Abominators’ soldier gene lines—one
that included some Abominator DNA.”

Marcus looked as if he was about to say something, but Iolan turned to
me. “You’ve got a bit of DNA from the gene lines I’m familiar with, but
some that isn’t human or modified by the Abominators. You’ve all got a
little of that, but you’ve got it most strongly.”

I wanted to ask him if he knew more than that, but he talked over me.
“You were right, though. None of you should have any trouble breeding
with any gene line.”

He shook his head. “This is going to cause all kinds of trouble.”

That was a lot to absorb. Marcus had Abominator DNA? If it was from his
dad’s side of the family (and it almost certainly was) then Haley and
Travis did as well. And what he’d said about me needed a lot more
detail. I could guess at it, but—

Marcus talked over my thoughts, holding up his right hand and waving it
a little. “Whoa, whoa, whoa… Wait a second. Abominator DNA? What’s going
on there?”

Iolan shrugged. “It shouldn’t be a surprise. You’re a shapeshifter. They
were shapeshifters. They knew where to get that characteristic. They put
it into several different lines. The gene lines they optimized for
repairing machinery had it. So did several soldier lines that they
didn’t want to look like soldiers.”

Nodding toward Cassie, he added, “It’s interesting that you’ve got the
Abominator Citizen’s Mark, but none of the mental characteristics that
are supposed to go with it. Motivator abilities are generally in there
too.”

Cassie shrugged. “I’ve never been much into telling people what to do.”

As he finished his sentence, I asked, “What exactly did you mean that
not all of my DNA is human?”

Iolan’s face tightened and he glanced out the windows before catching
himself and turning back to look at me. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m both a
doctor and genetic counselor by training and there are certain things we
weren’t allowed to discuss. I’m going to tell you this one, but be
aware, it’s a secret and I’m only telling you because you, more than
most, need to know. The Abominators came to know that they weren’t the
first intelligent life after they made it to the stars. It wasn’t
because they found other races, but because they found ruins, whole star
systems where some civilization expanded and then ultimately destroyed
itself.

“At first, they didn’t know what had happened, but after a time they
studied these civilizations, finding that they’d often discovered some
artifact, reverse-engineered it, and that the changes it brought about
destroyed their civilization. Worse, they came to realize that all the
artifacts had been designed to encourage exactly that outcome.
Eventually, it struck them that the ancient artifacts had been designed
by the same civilization even though they looked different.”

He paused, looking at each of us, probably looking for a reaction.
Whatever he wanted, he started talking again.

“They became paranoid that whatever affected those other civilizations
would affect them as well, and they were right. It did. Over time their
society changed. They became power hungry, more cruel, and used other
sentient life as toys but somehow they kept it in check. They discovered
the worst of the traps in the artifacts and removed them. Their
civilization lasted one hundred thousand
years. As horrible as the Abominators were,
they were great scientists, and over time they managed to find and then
capture one of the ancients that created the artifacts and get a sample
of its DNA. Soon after that, the creature escaped, destroying the team
that had done it and their world.”

Cassie sent a message over to me with her implant. “That sounds like
Lee.”

I sent back, “Except I don’t think he’d get caught long enough for a DNA
sample.”

She didn’t respond beyond shaking her head, and Iolan went on.

“But not all the knowledge had been destroyed. They were able to use it
in their designs. Their strongest creations included sections of that
DNA. The problem is that after that, they began to recognize that the
ones with the ancients’ DNA were unreliable and were more likely to turn
on them—with disastrous results. The Abominators found themselves
warring with their own creations as well as the Cosmic Ghosts, the
Xiniti, and many of the alien races that they’d conquered. You know the
end. They were destroyed.”

I glanced over at Katuk. He had no reaction at all, watching without
moving.

“Your DNA contains more traces of the ancients than any I’ve seen that
wasn’t deliberately planned. You also contain traces of the Cosmic
Ghosts’ DNA. I’ve always suspected that the Ghosts were related to the
ancients, so that’s no surprise, it’s no great thing for you considering
that in humans the Ghosts powers only manifest in women. Still, there
are those who dream of interstellar flight without needing a starship,
and the secret of how to do it is in your DNA.

“You should know that the Human Ascendancy will want it just like
they’ll want the ancients’ DNA within you. Nevermind that you can’t do
much with it. The ancients appear to have practically been gods. The
Ascendancy won’t be able to leave that alone. Watch out if you travel to
any of their worlds. If they get a sample of your DNA, they’ll want
more.”

The doctor shook his head. “That’s why, as much as I want to, I can’t
use your DNA to fix the colony’s problems. I might be able to use your
friends’, but yours is too dangerous.”

Marcus glanced over at me. “Seriously? Nick doesn’t have any powers.”

Iolan frowned. “He may not be able to do anything, but his DNA is a
library for those who want to. Now, as for you, I would like you to
leave a sperm sample, preferably several. I don’t have the equipment
necessary to do genetic engineering, but if I could arrange a few births
with your sperm, I think I could save us.”

Marcus stared at him for a second. “Okay, I guess.”

Iolan smiled. “That’s absolutely wonderful.” He looked over at Cassie
and Jaclyn. “I’d take your DNA as well, but eggs are harder to extract.”

I looked at him. “How would I get ancient DNA?”

Cocking his head, Iolan didn’t say anything for a moment. “Humans made
with ancient DNA might have escaped to your world. That’s one
possibility. Here’s another. The ancients appear to have had the ability
to effortlessly become any race that intrigued them—not just appear to
be them, but actually be them. If your world is like most others, you
have myths about humans mating with gods. In this case, that may well
have been true.”

Thinking back to how I’d pulled on Lee’s power in some way to summon a
sword, I knew I wasn’t completely without powers, but I knew Amy’s magic
had bridged some gap to allow me to do it.

Eyeing Iolan, I said, “So, if I have ancient, mysterious DNA, but can’t
do anything with it, why is that?”

Iolan frowned. “Well, it’s simpler than you might expect. You might have
abilities, but you lack the necessary power to make them work. Many
people who have Abominator derived or created genomes have the same
issue and ironically, the Abominators fixed it by adding in DNA that
they’d reverse engineered to copy the ancient DNA that had caused them
problems. I imagine that if someone lacked enough power to fully use
abilities they might have, they’d use them at a much lower level,
possibly undetectably.”

“Right,” I said. “I get it. That’s about as simple as you get.”

Remembering back to when I’d been tested by Keith with the Cabal’s
powers test, I knew I’d gotten a hint of “energy” and “mind”—both of
which were somehow oriented toward self-use as opposed to something I
could aim at people. Even though the test might not cover Lee’s people
as well as Abominator genetic manipulation, it wasn’t a big jump to
imagine that “mind” might suggest an unusual ability with technology. A
connection to the Cosmic Ghosts might explain the “energy” indicator.
The fact that they were both barely blue might explain the subtle effect
of whatever I had.

It wouldn’t surprise me if I got more out of it than that, but I’d have
to watch for it. Also, I’d have to ask Lee a few questions the next time
I saw him. It seemed like the kind of thing he’d be aware of.

More than that, it might explain his interest in my family going back a
few generations. Grandpa had told me that Lee had mentioned knowing an
ancestor of his once. He’d told me that he watched families with
potential once. A connection to his own species might have been one of
the reasons. Even if Lee hadn’t been the person who’d been caught, he
might have known or even cared about them. Alternately, the person might
have had abilities Lee found useful and wanted to cultivate in humans.

It was something I couldn’t put past him. Being immortal had to
encourage thinking long term.

“Well…” Jaclyn glanced over all of us. “I think we’ve asked all we can
about that. We should start talking about the reason we’re officially
here. Jadzen Akri wanted us to help you find out if there’s a spy here.
So, why do you think there is?”

Iolan nodded and then spoke slowly. “I told you at the meeting. I don’t
have evidence of it. I wish I did, but I do know that there’s increased
ansible activity before and after Jadzen goes on one of her rescue
trips. And even though Alanna disagrees, it’s not just because they’re
planning the trips. There are too many resources involved.”

Iolan had started talking more quickly as he went on, stepping forward
and moving his hands to illustrate.

“Whoa,” I held up my hands. “How do you know there are too many
resources involved?”

Iolan gave a short laugh. “I’m a little bit of a hobbyist when it comes
to comms and the deep space relay system. If you’ll allow an old man his
eccentricities, I’ll explain. It’s normal for children to get interested
in the ansible system at some point. There’s so much to be fascinated
by. There’s the history—it was created by the Abominators and is now
used by everyone in charted space. There are the vids about the
installation and repair teams that go practically anywhere, exploring
worlds and getting caught up in adventures. You know how that goes I’m
sure the real teams are bored in the middle of nowhere.”

He picked up a bottle from his desk and took a drink.

“Anyhow,” he said, “I never could pursue it as a profession since I’d
been training to be a doctor, genetic counselor, and a motivator since
childhood. No one, my parents included was going to let me train to run
one of the signal generator stations, much less learn how to repair a
station. I did manage to get involved at a volunteer level when I was
younger, and when I got here, they made me one of the admins of our deep
space relay. It’s so clever of them to spoof the system the way they
do.”

At this point Iolan had gotten back into talking loudly and gesturing as
he talked. He’d even pulled up a floating picture of the surrounding
sectors ansible network from a machine on his desk.

Stopping, he said, “I’m almost certain that there’s an encrypted stream
of data that’s activated whenever other data is going out. You would
think that would be easy to prove, but I think they’re using admin
channels so that that the data doesn’t appear in the official logs and
statistics.”
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        Department for the Analysis of Alien Artifacts, K’Kassa, Issakass
Homeworld

The being that sometimes called itself Lee reformed in front of the
building. A body formed around him with barely a thought, so little that
he took a moment to check what form he wore. It wasn’t anything special.
For the moment, he was bipedal with four limbs, blue-green scaled hide,
and while he couldn’t see all of his face, it was obvious that he had a
long snout.

He wore a short robe with a tool belt.

He was, he recognized, a typical, lower caste Issakass male, the sort of
being that would never be noticed walking into a government building—not
that it mattered.

There were no Issakass as far as the eye could see. He saw plenty of
evidence that the Issakass still existed. The smell of smoke hung in the
air and he saw evidence of at least four burning buildings with a quick
look around. He knew he could pick out more if he cared.

He didn’t. None of the buildings were close, so it wasn’t as if the
neighborhood were burning. This block of low government buildings must
look the same as it had before the war. Blocky and made of old plastics
and ceramics, all of the buildings had a grayish tinge, whatever color
they’d been before. The kassetia vine grew more thickly on them than the
Issakass preferred, hinting that this block had been abandoned before
the current fighting.

It didn’t surprise him. He felt sure he knew why, but it was good to
check.

Well, he told himself, there was no reason to wait and every reason to
get it over with. Depending on what he found, it might make the endgame
easier.

He walked toward the door, walking under a mural of intricate carvings.
The Issakass traditionally decorated their more important buildings with
carvings. He remembered visiting when the custom was new. The Issakass
had been a young species then. Though they’d always been too focused on
money for his taste, they’d had the energy young spacefaring races
had—exploring here, going there, encountering other intelligent life for
the first time…

He remembered doing that with the others—Kee (had she been calling
herself Kee then?) had always tried to understand the way things worked,
Nataw had always seemed to enjoy the traveling more than anything they
found, Halas had wanted to keep them safe. Lee shook his head. The
universe didn’t allow you to stay safe. He thought about those three and
the many others they’d traveled the galaxies with.

They’d been so very young.

He wondered where Halas was now. The last Lee had seen him, he’d been
with the Destroy faction, designing devices like the one Lee had come to
inspect. A part of Lee hoped he might have died in the fighting. Better
to discover Halas had died in the years since he’d left than to have to
kill him himself, but Halas wouldn’t have joined the Live faction. It
wasn’t in his nature. Besides, Nataw had, and Halas had always been on
the edge of not getting along with Nataw.

Lee supposed that he was Live now, assuming he could ever persuade them
not to kill him in retaliation.

He spent enough time remembering that he reached the artifact before he
expected to. One minute he’d been traveling down a hallway and the next
he felt the device. Knowing where to go, he stepped through an archway
and into a nearly empty room.

The artifact lay on the floor, a tangled mess of wires sticking out of a
ceramic casing. It was older than some galaxies. Lee crossed the wide,
white tiles, reaching the artifact halfway across the room.

Lee didn’t even have to pick it up to find out what he’d wanted to know.
It released an invisible cloud of nano-devices. He could feel them dig
into his skin—if he’d been a mortal, he wouldn’t have, and they would
have made small but important changes in his brain and body. He’d have
developed the ability to influence other beings with his voice, a
stronger, more resilient body, and a deep need for conquest.

While going mad in the way Halas intended might be entertaining for a
time, Lee had things to do. He thought them out of existence and let the
body he’d created repair itself.

Then he summoned a sword and stabbed the artifact. Because it was more
than a sword, Lee could feel it as the artifact died, along with the
nano-factories inside it.

Good, he decided, he might not have to kill the entire species. If the
species were being led into war by people changed by this device and
others like it, he’d only have to kill the leadership. He’d have to
inform the Xiniti. They’d be able to handle it. The Abominators had
stolen elements of the technology and repurposed them.

He turned to leave, noticing a figure forming in the shadows in the
corner of the room. More than nine feet tall, it had horns on its head
and claws on its hands and feet. Great slabs of muscle covered its body,
all of them tensing as it looked at Lee, ready to attack. Except its
mouth opened and it said, “I didn’t believe it. I’d been told that you
were back and that you were no longer with us, but I had to see it. Why
did you do that?”

Lee shrugged. “It’s complicated, Halas.”

“Complicated?” Halas’ voice rose and the building groaned in response.
“That’s all you’ll tell me? The younger races are going to kill us if we
don’t destroy them first. You used to understand that—“

The ground shook as Halas stepped toward Lee. Feeling the power gather,
Lee knew he’d have to match him, but he’d been planning to. He opened
the doors to his power as he hadn’t for the first time in millennia…

From the Interstellar News Network:

The Issakass home world K’Kassia has experienced a series of devastating
explosions. It’s not currently known if they are the product of fusion,
fission or antimatter bombs.

Developing.

I stood next to one of the counters in Iolan Mekus’ lab, considering
sitting on it but then reconsidering when I noticed the same kind of
square chips that had absorbed our biological samples.

Standing then, I asked, “So okay… If you think they’re using admin
accounts to communicate and then deleting the specific logs of their
ansible use, then who are the admins?”

Iolan grinned, but barely. “I see where you’re going, but it’s not that
easy. That was my first thought. The other two admins are Geman, who is
no fan of the Ascendancy government and Dalat, the other pilot, who is
in his own world. I know anybody could be a traitor, but the two of them
are poor candidates. I’ve been forced to look elsewhere.”

Marcus looked up from one of tables. “How about mind control? I know
I’ve mentioned this before when we were talking among ourselves, but you
guys have people who can tell you what to do and then you listen even if
you disagree. It’s crazy.”

Iolan blinked. “Well, of course mind control is a possibility, but we do
have some experience in resisting it here. Now, as for myself, I grew up
in a leader gene line and even though we were stronger and more powerful
than most humans, our best weapon against other humans had to be our
voice. So, as for myself, I never discount that possibility, but there
are so many potential motivators… If you think about it, I could
theoretically be causing it despite not being interested in destroying
myself or ever having any real interest in being a motivator at all.

“I was far more interested in learning to be a genetic counselor and
doctor—so I left my motivator abilities quite underdeveloped. I’m far
from the only one of us who is like that. You don’t become part of a
group like this without hating that part of ourselves. The only people
with good motivator training are Jadzen Akri and her daughter, young
Kals. The rest of us have the potential, but we’re only good at the
direct, obvious commands—the kind of thing everyone will pick up on.

“Only people with real training could both make someone use their
ansible access against their will and make them unable to talk about it.
Jadzen and Kals wouldn’t have needed to do it. Jadzen has been going
back on and off to recruit for years. Kals’ training was interrupted and
I don’t see any motivation for her to destroy her family. The only way
for mind control to work like that, in this case, is if the Dominators
got them and—“

Cassie looked up from whatever she’d been fiddling with and the desk
she’d been standing next to. “Dominators? Whoa. Wait. You’ve got
Dominators here too?”

Iolan cocked his head to look at here. “Of course. They’re all over
human space. They were the Abominators’ group that handled problem
humans and prevented human rebellion.”

Cassie turned toward the rest of us—Jaclyn, Marcus and I, mouth twisted
and probably thinking what the rest of us were—that the Dominators were
a supervillain team back home that specialized in mind control. It would
make a kind of sense if they turned to be Abominator founded
group—except we couldn’t explain that without explaining we were from
Earth, something we didn’t want to do in case Lee’s people got wind of
the fact that he came to space with us.

Cassie turned back to Iolan saying, “I always thought the Dominators
were only on our world.”

Iolan nodded. “It would be better to think so. They’ve been known to
plant commands that don’t activate for years. All the same, I’d have
expected them to trigger long before now. If we are dealing with
Dominators, guessing motives is useless and it could be anyone no matter
how little sense it makes.”

Jaclyn frowned. “There aren’t any tells that someone’s been modified by
them?”

Brows furrowed, Iolan put a bracelet on his wrist and tapped it. “There
might be. I’ll do some research. Perhaps the Xiniti might do the same.
There might be some default commands that we might activate to check for
Dominator manipulation. It may be that I was wrong to discount them. It
wouldn’t be impossible for them to include a mini-personality with the
skill to use motivator abilities. We’ve had resistance groups broken up
by exactly that. It’s just that they’re effective enough that I wouldn’t
expect them to take this long to destroy us. They’d have found out our
location and called in the Ascendancy long ago.”

“Okay,” Jaclyn looked over everyone. “I’m thinking we have to
investigate the Dominator angle, but I don’t think we should assume
that’s got to be it. We should be looking just in case it is someone
else—even if we can’t guess who right now. Anyone else ready to call
this meeting done?”

Iolan nodded. “One thing I’d ask of you all… Please don’t tell anyone
that we’re suspecting Dominator involvement. We don’t want a panic. Some
of us here only barely survived Dominator controlled personalities.
Aside from that, who knows how the Dominators might have told them to
respond?”

Back in our rooms at the council building half an hour later, we sat
across from each other at the table, all of us thinking over what we’d
been doing.

I looked over everyone. “I don’t know about you, but I feel like I have
less direction than I had before we talked to Iolan. I mean, it sounds
like Iolan’s already got the ansible under investigation and he didn’t
offer to let me in. Plus, we’ve got a population that’s ready to freak
out either because we can breed with anyone or because the Dominators
might come for them. Also, I don’t feel like we got much of a direction
from that party the other night.”

Cassie shrugged. “I don’t know. We know more than we did when we got
here. I see it as long term thing. We get to know people now, keep on
talking to them, and in a little while we see the big picture.”

Nodding, I said, “You’re right, but I’m not sure we’ve got a long term.
We’ve got a short term and then the Xiniti show up and we go home.”

“Yeah,” she drawled. “If they show up. You’ve been following the news,
right? Whoever the Issakass are, they started some kind of major war and
the Xiniti are containing the edges of it. I’d say who’s in the middle
of it, but that might be a bad idea.”

Marcus bobbed his head in agreement. “It is crazy to follow that whole
thing. That whole race went crazy and now they’re fighting a war on five
fronts when they aren’t fighting each other. And Cassie’s right about
who’s in the middle of it. A major Issakass fleet started attacking
itself. You know what that sounds like? The sort of dirty tricks he’s
always been pulling.”

Jaclyn leaned across the table. “Nick, where do you think you’ve got the
best chance of figuring it out?”

I thought about it. “Geman and the other guy, Dalat? They share admin
responsibilities with Iolan. It seems like there’s got to be more there.
None of them are ansible administrators or anything like that. I’m not
either, but two of them are pilots and the other one’s a doctor. It
seems like they could miss something, or that if one of them was hiding
something, the others wouldn’t have the skill to figure it out.”

“You’ve got it.” She gave a wave toward the door. “Figure out how you’d
get into the relay. We’ll get out and meet people. There’s got to be
some way. Marcus? How about you come with me? And let’s go see Tikki.
They’ve got to be teaching her a job. We can help and we’ll talk to
people along the way.”

Marcus gave her a sideways glance. “I’ve got a feeling this isn’t going
to be all that fun.”

Jaclyn gave him a small smile. “I’m sure the two of you can sneak away
eventually.”

Cassie looked me in the eye. “Which puts you with me. I’m guessing that
sends us to the spaceport.”

“I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but I was thinking that I might talk
to Hal. He can chew through encryption back home. I’m a little worried
that he might not be as good here where he’s not as far ahead
technologically. On the other hand, he’s built to assist in making
war—which includes breaking encryption, so I’m basically asking him to
do one of the jobs he’s designed for.”

Cassie grinned. “Better to use Hal than my gun. It was on ice for so
long that it’s not current on anything but killing.”

Not long after that, Cassie and I were walking to the spaceport. I’d
spent some time getting our costumes to imitate the clothes we’d seen on
other colonists, so we fit in—at least visually. For all I knew, the
costumes we wore had religious or cultural significance and simply
wearing them delivered an insult that went back generations.

It wasn’t a bad day outside—though it was different taking the same path
we’d taken at night back to the “spaceport,” a name that overstated its
significance by far. It was a spaceport in the same way that a field
next to a shack was an airport.

As we neared the ship, I noticed a few things—first that Bug’s Revenge
was gone, presumably on the way back to civilization. Hopefully it
wouldn’t get caught. The two fighter ships were out and shiny.

Finally though, Crawls-Through-Desert “sat” next to our ship in his pot.
An empty gravity sled lay next to the plant on the ground. The last time
I’d seen it, it had been piled high with devices.

“Not to rush you,” it said, “but when are you leaving? I sold my entire
stock and I don’t have anything left to do but wait. So how long am I
going to wait?”

Cassie and I both looked at him, but I spoke first. “Your entire stock?
I’m hoping it’s gone in the multitudes of happy customers sense and not
in the swarms of unhappy villagers with pitchforks chasing us sense.”

It drew its branches upright and spoke with the air of someone whose
pride had been touched. “I’m a respectable businessman. I only deliver
the best service and this sort of place is the exact sort of client I
specialize in.”

“Captive?” Cassie grinned, winking at me.

“I prefer to think of them as underserved,” it said.

“I hope that you’re not taking advantage of them,” I said, “because we
will have a problem with that.”

“Far from it,” its leaves adjusted to catch the sun. “I’ve been
discovering areas in which they desperately need my
services—particularly financially. They have accounts that they have no
access to because they didn’t have time to move them. I know beings that
can—for a suitable, but not inappropriate fee. And that’s far from the
only issue that I can handle. They have property and possessions that
haven’t been confiscated by the government, but that they can’t in any
way maintain or sell. That’s only few of the things that they need
fixed, but I can fix them. Fixing is what I do. I’m afraid, though, that
I need to be there in person to get things started and that’s where you
come in. When can we leave?”

Hadn’t it been listening? I was almost sure we’d talked about it while
it was around. Caught in my memories, I delayed long enough that Cassie
replied before I did.

Stepping closer to it and the ship, Cassie looked down. “We’re stuck
here until the Xiniti arrive. We can’t leave at all. If we do and the
Human Ascendancy shows up, we’re useless as protectors, right?”

The plant’s leaves rustled. “I have friends
that I might be able to get protection through, but I don’t know our
coordinates. If you wanted to leave the planet, it’s possible I could
arrange something.”

Cassie laughed. “What kind of friends? Are you talking about pirates?
Organized crime? Because that wouldn’t be better. Look, you’re stuck
here until we can leave. After that, we can drop you off anywhere on our
way, but if you find out where we are, I’m pretty sure we have to leave
you here for the Xiniti. Okay?”

Some of its leaves twisted toward her. Making a noise that our implants
translated as a grunt, it said, “You’re making this difficult, but I
accept. I’ll wait for you to leave. Please let me into your spaceship.”

“Sorry, no,” I told it. “We’re not letting anyone in there right now. If
you want shelter, you can stay with the rest of us in the council
building.”

It floated upward. “I find your lack of faith in me disturbing. I’ve
done nothing but help. Still, to win your trust, I’ll go back to your
rooms. I may be dormant when you return, but should something change,
speaking to me will eventually get my attention.”

We watched as it floated away.

Cassie shook her head. “That thing’s a piece of work. I’m halfway
between thinking that it was trying to trick us into giving it the
location of this place and thinking it is what it seems—a borderline
criminal with connections to the space mafia or something.”

I glanced over to follow its progress toward the village and then back
toward Cassie. “I don’t know. I never seriously considered that it might
be a spy. It’s never given off a hint that it’s trying to dig for
information—though I suppose a good spy never does. I’m running with
small-time criminal as my model to explain what it does. That said,
that’s bad enough. If we told it where we were and it called in its
‘friends…’ I mean, what would we get? A bunch of thugs? We’d get in
trouble, and bearing in mind what Kals said about the colonists—that
they were basically the rebels to the Human Ascendancy’s empire? I
wouldn’t be surprised if the thugs tried to take something and the
colonists simply killed them.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow. “You think they’re that dangerous?”

“I don’t know, but the way Kals described them, it made them sound like
they experienced bad things and did bad things before coming here.”

Her expression didn’t change. “Well, if you say so. Either way, we’re
here to talk to Geman.”

I nodded. “I guess we’d better do that. Maybe if we’re lucky the other
guy will be here too.”

“Dalat?” Cassie glanced over at the three egg shaped buildings in the
middle of the field. “Let’s see who’s there.”

We started walking. As we did, Cassie tapped her costume in its pseudo
Xiniti armor mode. “I’m sick of wearing this crap. I think the last time
we wore anything like normal clothes was the party and sure, that was
only last night, but we’ve worn them since we left home. I mean, no
offense, you designed them and they’re comfortable, but it gets old.”

“I know. I’d prefer to be in t-shirt and jeans.” Looking ahead, I
noticed that the door to the three egg building cluster had an open door
and a figure standing in it with his back to us. Bearing in mind that
Geman was tall, dark-skinned and muscular whereas the figure in the
doorway was light skinned with blond hair, short, and skinny, I guessed
he might be Dalat.

For all that wearing a mask on my face got uncomfortable, the newest
version of my suit gave me much better hearing.

The man in the doorway was saying, “—said we shouldn’t say anything—“
but then he turned around, seeing us. “Hey there!”

I wished we had Daniel there because given what I’d heard it sounded
like someone was organizing people against us. Daniel could have sorted
that out in seconds. Between Cassie and I, all we had going for us were
our combined insight into people.

I might have been underestimating Cassie, but I wasn’t optimistic.

As Cassie waved at them (“Hey!”), I used the implant to ask her, “Did
you overhear what he said before he turned around?”

When she thought back, “No,” I sent her the memory because the implant
suggested it was possible. Technically, it might not have been a memory
as much as some sort of temporary data cache of everything I’d recently
seen, heard, smelled, tasted, or touched, but in the moment it didn’t
matter.

She thought back, “This just got more interesting,” without visually
giving any sign of it. She smiled as Geman and (as we’d guessed) Dalat
stepped out of the doorway. Dalat looked us up and down. “I didn’t know
humans worked with the Xiniti. I heard it, but I’ve never seen anyone
who was. Do they make you wear their armor or do you wear it because its
better?”

We were close enough by then that I had time to notice that Dalat was
almost a foot shorter than I was. “It’s not their armor. It’s my design.
I made it look like Xiniti armor because I didn’t want to have to
explain that we were working with them.”

Dalat cocked his head to the side, looked me up and down, cocked his
head to the other side and looked at Cassie. “I wouldn’t have known the
difference. Is it as powerful as theirs?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know. They only Xiniti I’ve ever fought either wasn’t
wearing it or it was partially disabled or something. He was dangerous,
but that’s because he was dangerous—not because of his armor.”

Dalat blinked. “Is that how you’re with them then? You killed him? I
heard that when you kill a Xiniti that they make you a Xiniti citizen.”

“Kind of,” I said. “It’s not any time you kill a Xiniti. It’s when you
kill a Xiniti and they feel like they owe you for it—like if the guy was
a criminal. The guy we fought was.”

Dalat looked over Geman who had stepped out of the doorway, towering
over his coworker. “Pretty impressive,” Dalat said. “They killed a
Xiniti. Not a lot of humans can say that, but a lot of them can say
they’ve been killed by Xiniti—whole systems.”

Under his breath, Geman said, “Dalat… Not now.”

Dalat didn’t seem to hear him. He shook his head. “After all the humans
they killed, I can’t believe they’re protecting us. Strange how the
wheels turn, you know? More than one hundred years ago, my father’s side
of the family barely got off their planet before the Xiniti scrubbed it.
They burned it all down to the dirt. There wasn’t anything left alive
except maybe bugs and fungus. What do you think of them? I heard you had
one.”

Cassie and I looked at each other. She responded as I wondered where
Katuk was exactly. We’d last seen him back on the ship, but I didn’t
remember Jaclyn asking him to com along. He had to be with them though.

As I thought, Cassie answered Dalat. “Eh… He’s quiet. Keeps to himself.
We barely know he’s around most of the time.”

“Doesn’t hate humans then?” Dalat frowned. “Well, I guess they can’t act
like they do in online vids back where we’re from. In the stories
they’re just waiting for their chance to scrub a world, you know.”

Cassie shook her head. “If he’s waiting for the chance to destroy a
solar system, he hasn’t told us about it.”

It seemed like the kind of thing that might come out during a game of
Monopoly, I thought. Anybody might choose to destroy the world after
finding they have to pay the rent at Park Place while short of funds.

I made the joke to myself in my head, but even as I did it, the implant
gave me access to the standard Xiniti procedures for destroying every
form of life on a planet. I’ll skip the details, but there were a lot of
ways to go about it and cases that I’d approve of (at least in
theory)—stopping the spread of a fast-killing, species-jumping disease,
for example.

I couldn’t say I approved of all the reasons I saw though.

Ignoring the wash of images and access codes, I did my best to follow
the conversation. Cassie didn’t seem to have triggered the same thing in
her head. In the time that I’d hit a burst of world destruction stories
and Xiniti WMD access codes, she’d moved forward in asking questions
that were actually relevant to the mission.

“You probably know that we’ve been looking into the idea that someone’s
spying on the colony. Is there any way someone could get admin access to
the local ansible without being one of the admins?”

As she asked, I knew the answer on my own. The Xiniti had access to the
network on a deep level—including self-destruct access codes to parts of
the ansible network. At the same time, they were freakishly security
conscious. The implant gave me a crash course in ansible tech. Getting
access to it required more than simply a password, it required codes
deep within an implant or if no implant, identifying DNA (or a different
species’ equivalent) and appropriate records inside the system that that
individual is allowed to access it and what permissions they had.

I’d have to investigate on my own, but it looked like any Xiniti who
came through had access, but beyond that it was pretty much impossible.
Sure, they had control of the local relay, but a quick request through
my implant gave me the list of the local admins gave me Geman, Dalat,
and Iolan, all of whom had DNA and various identifiers unique to implant
tech on file.

No one was getting past that easily.

If someone was, they had to be an ansible tech, a Xiniti, or (and this
seemed most likely to me) they had to have control over one of the
admins.

Geman’s voice carried through a storm of technical details about the
ansible network. “Are you okay?”

Dalat looked up at me. “You’re looking kind of white, kid? Did you just
get an implant?”

“About a week and a half, maybe two weeks ago…” My voice trailed off as
my implant gave me the exact number of seconds. I took a breath,
concentrating on the process of breathing as I’d learned to do when
meditating.

It was better. The roar of detail became background noise.

Nodding, Geman stepped closer to me, looking me over. “Yeah. That fits.
People take time to adjust to new implants. It gets better. When you
start out, the implant’s got so much information you don’t know. As you
use it, some of that becomes part of your regular memory. So instead of
opening up ten or twenty streams of inquiry with one question, maybe you
only open up five or one or two? Anyway, you learn how to filter
it better and only follow up on questions a
little at a time.

“You can tell it to slow down. Don’t forget that. I don’t know what
speed the Xiniti set their implants at, but it’s probably faster than
the human norm. What’s your C-sets rate?”

I queried the implant. “It normally has me at 400 something, but based
on my reaction to the most recent data push, it’s throttling me down to
360 or so.”

Dalat stared at me. “Three hundred and sixty? That’s got to be wrong.
What geneline are you from? That’s some serious mental mods.”

I tried to keep my tone even. It wasn’t hard. I wasn’t even lying except
that I wasn’t mentioning the world. “None in particular. I’m from a
fallow world that got a bunch of genes added to the mix. What
modifications we’ve got are completely random.”

Dalat’s eyes flicked between Cassie and me without saying anything.

Geman glanced over at Dalat and then back to us. “That’s pretty
impressive. The normal human rate is closer to 120 and unmodified humans
are closer to 60.”

My implant confirmed his figures, adding that my C-set rate wasn’t
unusual for Xiniti, but that they’d been modified to take cybernetic
enhancement better.

I chose not to follow that line of inquiry to its end, but it opened a
lot of interesting questions. For example, was my capacity random
Abominator modification or random stuff from Lee’s people?

Whatever it was didn’t matter now, though. We were here to find a mole
and I had a direction to go.

I looked between Geman and Dalat. “Cassie asked if you knew if anyone
else could get access to admin on the ansible. What do you think?”

Geman’s brows furrowed and he frowned. “Can’t say. We haven’t given
anyone local admin access who isn’t supposed to have it. Registered
ansible techs can still get in. Plus, we basically turned off logging of
admin actions in case the ansible gets audited. Right now it only logs
the actions of the default admin account and no one’s using that one.”

Dalat nodded. “I know you’re not supposed to do that, but we had to. No
other choice if we wanted to keep it secret.”

Geman nodded. “That’s right. If they ever figure out it’s anything more
than a deep space relay, the colony’s screwed. We’ve had to set things
up so that all the admin accounts are hidden, filter out our actions
from the logs, and give our special local accounts total power over the
thing.”

So basically, if someone created an account for anyone outside the admin
group, you’d never know.

Off in the distance, a large animal roared and something else screeched.
I couldn’t tell whether it was defiance or a death cry. I glanced over
at the force field poles that surrounded the grassy field of the
starport.

“Who set up the ansible to work that way?” From what I now knew about
ansibles, they weren’t easy to modify.

Geman sighed. “Rinson. He was one of the earliest colonists. He used to
be an ansible tech and he came from a geneline optimized for tech
work—long, thin fingers and toes and mental mods. He might have had a
prehensile tail too. I can’t remember now. It’s been a while.”

Cassie had been watching them without talking, but then she said, “What
happened to him?”

Geman paused, but after a moment said. “He’s dead. One of those
dog-things got him years ago.”

Dalat turned his head to gaze at the line of shield poles, but turned
back to us. “We weren’t even involved then. The guy died and Iolan was
the only admin for a while, but then he brought us in because he didn’t
have enough time to handle it alone.”

He frowned as he ended. “Sorry, but Geman and I were about to have a
meeting when you showed up. It’s good to be neighborly and all and chat,
but we still have to talk.”

Geman glanced down toward him. “It’s no big thing, but you probably
shouldn’t be here. It’s colony security stuff.”

“Sure,” Cassie said. “We get it.”

She stepped away from the building and I walked away with her. I
considered opening an implant communication channel to her at about the
time she opened one to me.

Her words tumbled out as we connected. “Were you watching them with
sonics or anything? The gun gives me a few different ways to see in the
dark, but I can use them for more than that… Did you see that their
heart rates spiked when you started asking about the ansible?”

“No,” I told her. “I didn’t think to try that, but you know what I just
thought of? I should be trying to listen in on them now.”

Ignoring her reply, I turned on the sonic receivers in the suit, setting
them to focus on the buildings and hoping the walls weren’t thick enough
to prevent sound from escaping.

They weren’t.

I heard Dalat’s nasal tenor. “Do you think they can hear us? A lot of
actives could probably still hear us.”

Geman replied in his much lower voice, “I don’t know, but if you’re
worried, we should just use implants.”

After that, I didn’t hear anything.

I pinged Cassie with my implant. “Do you hear anything?”

“No.” Cassie’s voice was low. “I don’t think they’re saying much of
anything. It looks like they’re just eating snacks and drinking beer.”

“You’ve got a visual? What kind of system is the gun using?” I had a
little bit of a visual if I narrowcast sound at the bottom of the door,
but it was fuzzy. I didn’t get much more than two blurry figures and a
blurry table.

The gun’s voice broke in. “SUPERIOR TECHNOLOGY! THE KIND THAT YOU WILL
NEVER MATCH IN MILLIONS OF YOUR YEARS!”

For half a second, I considered asking it for details or hints, but then
I decided that life was too short to spend it in conversation with an AI
that was constantly shouting.

“Sorry,” Cassie said. “He’s way too noisy sometimes. I’ve shut him up.
What are your ideas for the next step? I know what mine are and you’re
not going to like them.”

We stopped walking and I looked at her, hearing the wind rustle in the
grass. “Why? What are your ideas?”

She glanced back down the dirt path toward the building. “You heard
them. They’re covering something up and they wanted us out of here. What
I want to do is go back and get it out of them. It probably wouldn’t
work and it would cause us no end of trouble, but I’m sure something
would get them to talk.”

I raised an eyebrow even though she couldn’t see it. “What are you going
to do? Torture them?”

She shook her head, frowning. “No. It wouldn’t work, but I want to do
something and walking away isn’t it. If they really are planning to
betray their friends to a bunch of Abominator wannabes, I want to put
the fear of God into them and if God’s not available, the fear of me.”

I laughed. “I get it. I’m not planning on walking away. My idea was more
along the lines of contacting the ansible and finding out what we can
find out. The way I read it, all Xiniti have admin level access to the
ansible and between the two of us we’ve got access to two AI’s, both of
whom might be able to help us with this.”

Cassie glanced down toward the gun in its holster. “Sounds awesome.
There’s nothing I like more than quality time with Mr. Sparkles. You
want to do it now?”

I thought about it. “I don’t think we have time to waste. I’m little
worried about how to explain it, though. Do you think they’ll believe
we’re doing maintenance?”

Cassie rolled her eyes. “This whole place is sex-crazed or thinks we
are. They’ll probably assume we’re screwing.”

I felt my lip curl as I imagined telling someone we were doing
maintenance. I could practically hear them putting quotes around the
word. Cassie was right. They probably would. Then another thought hit
me. “People haven’t been using the ship for sex, have they?”

Cassie shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve barely been around this last year,
but if they were, you and Haley started it.”

I took a step across the grass toward the ship. “We never got that far.
Even if we’d been trying to, we didn’t have time. We got attacked by a
robot hitchhiker. Anyway, a ship isn’t the place for that. Juices and
stuff could get into seats and on the carpet and maybe places that
actually make the ship work… We’d have to clean it out and that would be
gross.”

Cassie laughed and started walking. Aloud, she said, “C’mon lover, let’s
go to the ship. That upholstery isn’t going to ruin itself.”

“Not funny,” I said.

We walked across the field, stepping on the grass and watching as
insects, some of them the size of mice or larger, scurried out of our
way. There were small furred animals too, but I didn’t recognize them.

The ship’s hatch opened as we stepped up and we went inside. Its small
cabin felt almost inviting after being on the planet for a few days. It
did smell like a locker room though—which, given that we’d spent more
than a week inside it on the way there, wasn’t a surprise.

Cassie sniffed the air. “I’d say it needs a good cleaning either way.”

“I’ll have the ship pump fresh air in—provided there’s a way to avoid
bringing contaminants home.”

We sat down at the front of the ship and I used my implant to connect to
the ship, getting a 360 degree awareness of everything around the ship
as well as the space above it. Cassie did the same and I could see her
there, floating along with me. The gun glowed softly at her hip—which it
didn’t normally. It marked an inorganic intelligence.

I opened up a connection to the ansible. I could have done it anywhere,
but had decided I’d have a better connection both to the ansible and the
ship if I used the ship’s connection.

A visual representation of the entrance appeared in my mind as an iron
door against a field of stars.

My implant requested that it be allowed to present my identification as
a Xiniti representative. I gave it my approval and added that I’d need
to keep a connection to the ship’s AI as it was my assistant. Cassie
must have had the same conversation because the door opened and we were
both allowed to enter. A small glowing representation of the ship
followed me just as a representation of the gun floated on her hip.

As we floated through the door, Cassie glanced over at me. “For a second
I thought it wouldn’t let the gun in. Abominator tech sets off alarms
for these peo… Uh… things.”

I didn’t reply as I was looking at the room we’d stepped
into.

It wasn’t really a room, of course. It was actually a representation
generated by my implant to help me feel comfortable.

If it was supposed to help me feel comfortable though, I wasn’t sure how
well my implant was interfacing with my brain because this place was at
best weird. I can only assume that my brain contains more Steampunk than
I remember reading because the room was somebody’s Steampunk dream.

We stood in front of a wooden counter. On top of the counter was an
unidentifiable brass machine that looked like a combination of a cash
register and a typewriter. It had a flat, glass surrounded area at the
top where letters and numbers appeared. For example, at that moment, the
letters said, “WELCOME.” While the side that faced us was flat, the keys
from a typewriter filled the other side.

No one stood there to press them, though.

Behind the counter, several bins lay on the floor, all of them filled
with envelopes. New envelopes poured out of one glass tube. Another
glass tube pulled them in with brass gears, flashing each envelope with
a light before letting the wind in the tube pull it away, turning it
into a small white blur that shot down the tube to the outside.

Leaning toward Cassie, I asked, “Are you seeing some kind of steampunk
post office, too?”

She looked around, staring at the brass machine on the counter for a
little while before saying, “If that’s what all the old timey tubes and
gears mean, then yes.”

Well, at least we were seeing the same thing. That would make
communicating easier.

I stepped closer to the counter. “Cool. That’ll be less confusing.”

Cassie stepped in front of the machine and said, “I guess. So, what’s
your plan?”

“I’m working on that.” I checked the brass machine. It still said
“WELCOME.”

What did I know? I knew that local admin accounts were hidden from the
operating system running the ansible, that no local admins’ accounts but
the default one had their actions logged, and that there was unexplained
bandwidth usage before and after Jadzen Akri’s trips into Human
Ascendancy space. Plus, I knew that Rinson, their ansible tech, had
created the modifications to allow this and then conveniently
died—becoming tiger/terrier food.

Finally, whatever I did, it couldn’t turn off the hidden accounts or the
lack of logging or I risked exposing the colony’s existence and location
to everyone using the ansible network.

Whoever the mole was had either manipulated or forced Rinson to create
an account and then arranged for a force shield malfunction. While that
wasn’t a good thing, it did have one good side effect—it meant that the
mole probably wasn’t technically competent too.

That meant they might not be thinking about all the possible reporting
options an ansible had—which meant that rather than use the ansible
personally at a different time than their admin account, they might use
one after the other, assuming that the admin account was hidden and
nothing it did would be logged.

Not sure what to talk to, I decided to address the device on the
counter. “I’d like a log of all the communications made before, after,
or during the periods where there is unaccounted bandwidth use, starting
three days ago. This should include accounts of those communicating.”

Cassie leaned in. “And I’d like a list of any calls made to the Human
Ascendancy along with times during that period. Send it to his AI.”

The counter device made a clunking noise and the word “WELCOME” was
replaced by “SEARCHING.”

I thought about it. It was a good idea. I came up with a few variations
on the idea which basically amounted to the same search before the trip
and also a search based on unaccounted bandwidth use in general, even
outside of the periods when Iolan noticed it.

It seamed like a good start anyhow. It would probably take us hours to
go through it or, alternately, seconds for HAL to go through it.

Then the counter device made a series of clunking noises and the word
“DELIVERED” appeared. Hal confirmed that he’d received the data.

With that, we left, coming back to our senses in the cockpit of the
ship, and realizing as I did, that someone’s was knocking on the ship’s
door.

I looked out the window to see Maru, Jadzen’s assistant. He was alone,
so it probably wasn’t an emergency. Clicking on the door release, I
decided to find out what he wanted.

Maru looked up at me, blinking, as the door opened. It wasn’t that he
was especially short. It was just that the door to the ship was a couple
feet off the ground.

As he stepped inside, I realized that, if anything, he might be taller
than I was. The stealth suit in “silver fake Xiniti mode” gave me an
inch or two.

He met my eyes or at least the part of the helmet and mirror shade
lenses that covered them. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Jadzen heard that
you’d talked to Iolan and then Geman and Dalat and then disappeared into
your ship.

“Is anything wrong?”

Jadzen was keeping a closer eye on us than I’d expected, but given what
I’d seen of her, maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised.

I shook my head. “No. We’re just investigating. Iolan, Geman, and Dalat
all gave us some good ideas. We’re checking out the ansible to see if we
can find anything there. After that, we’ll follow wherever it leads us.”

Maru nodded as I talked. “I see. I hope you don’t mind that I ask, but
I’m sure Jadzen would like to know where you think this investigation is
going. What have you learned from the ansible so far?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. Literally nothing at all. We just downloaded piles
of information from it, but we haven’t had any chance to look at it
yet.”

His lips tightened for a moment. “Surely you must know something. You
asked the ansible for information. That means you had a question to ask.
Even that might help Jadzen figure it out on her own.”

From behind me, Cassie said, “That would ruin the surprise.”

He blinked, staring at her, and I didn’t blame him. In the half darkness
of the cabin, half of her costume reflected the light coming through the
cockpit window while the other half was dark, reflecting the darkness in
the rest of the ship. On her hip hung an Abominator gun (which he might
have recognized) and on her back hung her father’s sword. Even though he
probably didn’t know what it could do, its purpose was obvious.

She took a couple steps forward, stopping just behind me and to the
right and folding her arms across her chest.

He took a step backward. “Surprise?”

There was no denying it. Even in practically the same costume, she did
intimidation much better than I did. I could have blamed it on her
weapons, but it probably had more to do with her attitude—or maybe mine.

She smiled at him, her mouth slowly widening. “The surprise. If we
figure out that there is a mole and then find out who it is, we want to
surprise him, her, it or whatever.”

I nodded at him. “That doesn’t mean we won’t tell Jadzen. I’m sure
she’ll be one of the first people to know, but we’re going to be careful
about it. ‘Loose lips sink ships,’ right?”

He blinked, not recognizing the World War 2 era slogan. “Ah.
Absolutely.”

“It’s an old saying on my world,” I said, smiling in the hope that maybe
I’d balance out Cassie. “My grandfather used to say it. It meant that
you shouldn’t say too much because you never knew who might be
listening.”

Nodding, he said, “That’s educational. We’ve had similar folk sayings
that date back to the Abominators, but I think that’s the first I’ve
heard that talks about ocean going boats.”

“Huh,” I said.

“There is one other matter that I should bring up and I hope you don’t
take it badly.” He looked me up and down, glanced over at Cassie, froze,
and then back at me. “Jadzen’s daughter—Kals—was seen talking to you.”

I considered that and reached for the first thought that popped into my
head. “Is that against some custom here? It seemed like everyone was
talking to everyone. And she wasn’t holding herself back from talking to
people…”

He gave a quick laugh. “No. There’s nothing like that. It’s more that
she might want to leave and you have a starship. We’re worried that she
might ask you to take her with you when you go, or she might persuade
you to leave before everything is finished, leaving us unprotected.”

I frowned. “That wouldn’t make a lot of sense. We can only take
jumpspace—which means a week either way—by which time this will either
be over because the Xiniti arrived or over because the Human Ascendancy
found you. Either way, that would be hugely irresponsible on my part, so
that’s not happening.”

He met my eyes. “You might not have a choice. Kals may not have told
you, but she’s trained as a motivator and trained at one of the better
schools the Human Ascendancy has. Now, I’ve seen that you have a
motivator-mute, but someday she may find you without it and then reason
will not matter. You’ll simply obey.”

As I tried to figure out how I wanted to respond, Cassie jumped in. “Why
are you so worried about her? Has she tried something like that before?
”

Maru shook his head. “No. It’s that she doesn’t want to be here and
she’s always done what she wants instead of what people tell her to.
She’s very much like her mother in that way. Jadzen joined the
resistance even though much of the Ascendancy hates it, and where would
we be if she hadn’t? Kals wants her old life back and if she makes it
off this planet, we may lose everything. Before you say anything, I’m
not suggesting she’ll betray us willingly, but there are motivators good
enough to get you to tell them anything you know.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow. “And we’re supposed to believe that she’ll
show up out of nowhere and demand that Nick flies her back to her old
life even though she’s never done that before? Take it from someone with
a difficult mom. I get sick of her, but I wouldn’t risk her life or the
lives of all the people here.”

Maru frowned. “I’m sure that you’re not as difficult she is. She’s been
determined to have her own way since she was a child and her mother and
father indulged her too often.”

“Okay,” Cassie’s voice stayed low. “We’ve got it. She’s hard to deal
with and you’re not impressed by her parents’ discipline methods. Is
there anything else?”

Maru blinked. “I… don’t think so.”

He looked from Cassie to me. “Thank you for your time. I’ll be going.”
Then he stepped out of the hatch and onto the ground.

When the hatch closed, we watched him go. I looked over at Cassie. She
had her arms crossed over her chest and her face wore a small smile.

“What brought that on?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Not much. Anyway, I wasn’t that mean to
him—at least not more than he deserved. I didn’t see anything about her
that said she was willing to endanger the colony. From what you told us
about the conversation you had with her, it sounded like she was telling
you what she did so that we wouldn’t cause problems here.”

I thought about it. “That was my impression. I got the feeling that she
cared for the people here.”

“Exactly,” Cassie pointed her finger at me. “It’s like he came over here
just to make Kals look bad.”

“What does he get out of that?” I supposed that if Jadzen died, the
leadership of the colony would go to somebody. If he discredited her, it
might be that much more likely to go to him, but it wasn’t as if we, the
local Xiniti nation representatives would be making that decision. Far
from it, I would have guessed. I’d have thought that outsiders would, if
anything effectively encourage the colony to go for the other direction.
It wasn’t as if we had any connections here.

Cassie leaned toward the windshield, watching Maru go. “I don’t know.
Maybe we should ask her.”

“I suppose we could. I’ve no clue where she is though. Oh. Wait a
second.” My implant volunteered that the colony directory included her
bracelet’s address and that I could contact her any time.

I sent her a text—sort of. What I actually sent her was a text sized bit
of information sent directly from my brain. I’m not sure that counts,
but it wasn’t direct communication. It was a snippet of communication,
so a “text” is the closest I’ve got. Regardless, my communication said,
“We’ve got some questions for you about Maru.”

Her reply came as, “My favorite person ever. Did he say that he doesn’t
like me?” Along with the reply came a feeling of distraction and a sense
that she should be paying attention to something else.

It made me wonder what feelings my text included. I sent back, “Is this
a bad time?”

“I’m at work. We’re planting seedlings. I’ll drop by when I’m done.”
Again it came with distraction, but also a sense of relief.

I told her thanks and concentrated on the real world, that being the
cabin of the ship and Cassie in this case. “She’ll drop by when she’s
done with work.”

She grinned. “The party worked. If we hadn’t had it, you’d have been the
random investigator guy or I would have had to make the call. This way,
you’re ‘that guy she talked to last night’. That’s much better.”

“It wouldn’t be if I’d started talking about faster than light
engineering. Then I’d have been ‘that boring guy at the party’.”

Cassie pressed the button that opened the hatch. “But you didn’t. Maybe
you would have in high school, but you’ve been dating Haley for two or
three years now and you know she’s got no interest in it. You’ve learned
how to talk to normal people without even trying to. So, what was Kals
doing at work?”

I followed her out of the ship. “Planting seedlings? We didn’t go too
deeply into it.”

Cassie grinned at me. “She didn’t want to bore you. Did she say when she
got off of work?”

“No. If agricultural work goes anything like at home, my bet would be
that she starts when it’s light and goes for eight hours?”

We started walking across the landing field. Cassie peered down at a
small hole in the ground that must have been the burrow for some small
animal. “I bet she’s off soon. It’s most of the way through the
afternoon.”

We arrived back at the council building after a few minutes of walking.
Cassie was right that work ended soon. Soon after we got back, I saw a
lot of people walking the streets on the way to their houses, most of
them looking like they’d been working in the dirt—covered with mud up to
their knees and dirty hands.

Kals didn’t arrive until the crowed thinned out and when she did arrive,
she didn’t look dirty at all. Between the combed hair, clean jumpsuit
and hint of makeup, it was obvious she’d cleaned up before she came
over. It fit. With a mother like Jadzen, I could imagine that she’d
never consider dropping by on the way home from work.





A Good Boy


        Castle Rock Compound, Colorado, Earth

Haley sat next to Camille in the dining hall. The wide, grey rock room
was nearly empty. A few people were inside but they sat in small
clusters, none of the clusters anywhere near each other.

Camille leaned in,“You can talk about it. It’s normal.”

Haley eyed her, pausing before sticking her fork into a piece of rare
steak. “Everybody knows I’m worried. Talking about it more won’t make me
feel much better, but they’ll get sick of hearing about it soon if they
aren’t already. And besides, it hasn’t even been two weeks yet. Lee said
it would be at least two weeks, so they aren’t even late.”

Camille leaned over the table toward her. “I’m not sick of hearing about
it. I think anyone would be worried, and I think everyone is—in their
own way.”

Travis stopped next to them, surprisingly quiet despite his height and
muscular bulk. As he sat down next to Haley, he said, “I’m not worried.
Nick’s smart and so is Jaclyn—except Jaclyn’s also one of the most
powerful people in the program. Cassie and Marcus are tough too. They
can handle anything they’re likely to face. I’d bet they’re back
sometime next week.”

Haley frowned.

Eyes on her expression, Travis leaned back in his chair. “What? I’m just
saying that they’ll be okay. Is something wrong with that?”

She took a breath. “No.”

Travis watched her for a little while. “I hope you’re not worried that
Nick will find someone else. He’s better than that, and even though
they’ve got humans up there, what are they going to have in common with
us, right? Besides, it’s not like Nick’s a player. There are guys in my
fraternity who’d be going crazy up there because it’s not like anyone
would be able to find them once they left.”

Haley stared at him. Giving both of them a quick look, Camille began to
talk, “Is anyone planning anything tonight? I think the last time we did
anything together was watch movies in Vaughn’s room.”

Travis shrugged, “I don’t think so. I think there’s a group thing
tonight. The summer just got started so they’re trying to build up the
group before they put us through hell.”

Amy walked up with her own tray and sat next to Camille, red hair in a
ponytail and wearing exercise clothing. Haley could smell that she’d
just come from working out—just like the rest of them.

Sitting down, Amy smiled, “Well, at least there shouldn’t be dragons
this year.”

Travis laughed. “Yeah. Haley, when you’re missing Nick, think about
that. It makes everything sound better. I wonder what Marcus is doing?
Probably drawing everything. The guy barely ever stops drawing. I think
he might be the only guy I know who’d rather draw a superhero than be
one.”

Camille smiled. “Is Marcus any good at drawing?”

Travis stopped eating for a second. “Hard to say. He’s pretty good at
drawing people who are wearing costumes, but he doesn’t do sensitive
people staring sensitively into the distance pictures. His drawings have
people punching each other.”

In her head, Haley thanked Camille for changing the topic. She couldn’t
take much more of Travis’ support.



Hideaway

I let Kals into our rooms. She looked around as she followed me inside.
“This place needs a party. Without people, it just looks abandoned.”

“Is that the way it normally is?” I watched as she ran her fingers
across the top of one of the room’s desks.

“Abandoned? No. We let guests stay here, but we also use it with new
arrivals. Oh, and during the epidemic the colony had back when I first
arrived a few years ago, this was one of the hospitals.”

We stopped next to the suite’s table. Cassie and I exchanged glances and
I said, “Epidemic?”

Kals nodded. “That’s right. It came in with our group of settlers. I
don’t know where it came from but it spread before Iolan could stop it
and it kept people down for days. I don’t know if it had an official
name or if it was one of those new viruses that show up every now and
again. I just know I could barely move for a few days and my head hurt
bad enough that I could barely think. It was miserable.”

“I hope we don’t bring that home,” I told Cassie.

Kals pulled out a chair and sat down next to the table. “I doubt you
will. From what I remember, if you contracted it, you got sick and it
didn’t take long. But never mind that, what was Maru telling you about
me?”

“Not a lot—just that you might try to command me to take you away from
here, leaving the colony without protection.”

Her mouth compressed into a hard line and her cheeks reddened. “Well,
fuck him. I’ve never tried to do anything like that. He’s stopped
complaining about what I actually do, and started making things up. If I
thought for half a second that it would do any good, I’d tell my mom,
but she always listens to him anyway.”

“Always listens to him anyway?” I followed the obvious line of
reasoning. “He’s not a motivator too, is he?”

Kals shook her head. “Yes, but it’s not that simple. We’re mostly
immune. If we weren’t, we’d never be able to use our power without
following our own orders.”

As Cassie and I sat down at the table across from Kals, Cassie glanced
over at me. “Mostly?”

Kals brushed a lock of black hair out of her face. “Mostly. It works,
but it’s hard. Do you have any people with motivator powers on your
world?”

Thinking about Julie, former member of Justice Fist and now a fellow
student at Stapledon, I said, “I know one, but there are probably more.
Her mother had the same powers.”

Cassie barely let me finish before adding, “If there are more, they
don’t seem to be running things on our world. I don’t see how they
could. Julie orders people to do things, but it wears off and there’s no
mystery about who’s responsible. Even if she did take a country over,
all you’d need is a sniper rifle or big bomb to solve the problem.”

Kals shook her head saying, “That’s not how it works. Sure, if you’re
inexperienced and you’ve got no one to train you, you go the direct
route and bark orders at everybody, but that’s not the way the best
motivators do it.”

“Uh huh,” I said, mostly to make sure she knew I was listening.

Kals didn’t say anything, waiting and only beginning to talk as Cassie
frowned and sent the words, “What is she doing?” at me via our implants.
Kals pointed at Cassie. “That’s what we do. We’re taught to constantly
be watching people so we can use them. I knew you’d say something first.
Nick’s patient. You’re not. You become suspicious more easily than he
does. I’d have an easier time getting him alone and an easier time
getting started on him, but he might be harder ultimately because I
think he might notice what I’m doing.”

She looked at Cassie, eyes resting on the sword and then looking toward
where the table hid her gun . “I’m not sure you’d notice, but if you
did, you’d kill me or something.”

I leaned forward, putting my arms on the wooden table. “What would we
notice?”

“I’m was getting to that. Most of the time, we have to motivate people
we have no control over, people who know we’re there for the Ascendancy,
and most of all, people who don’t trust us. We don’t command them. What
we do is listen, maybe use a hint of our power to make them talk a
little more freely. Then once you know what makes them tick, then you
start modifying their memories—“

Cassie interrupted. “—Wait a second. You’re not a telepath. You can’t do
that.”

Kals raised an eyebrow. “If you’re done, I’ll tell you how I can.
People’s memories aren’t set. I can’t change something that people
remember well as easily, but something half remembered? That’s something
I can do. Look, you can do it. If you make up a memory with enough
enthusiasm and detail, they’ll begin to remember it—at least if they
think you might remember something they don’t. It’s the same for me
except as long as I don’t contradict something big, it doesn’t matter,
they’ll listen. Once you’ve found the right memories, you modify around
them and you can change their whole meaning, change the person’s
loyalties, likes and dislikes. You can’t do it all at once, but over
time, you can do almost anything.”

She explained it like she might have described how anything worked, and
not at all the way you’d describe warping someone’s personality to make
them betray everything they cared about. On the other hand, she’d
trained at it for years. That was enough time to get used to the idea.

Following the next question that came to mind, I asked, “So, okay… How
does that explain why Maru isn’t manipulating your mom?”

“He can’t,” she said, gesturing outward with her hands as if it should
have been obvious. “Maru’s a motivator, but my mom studied with the best
teachers the Ascendancy had to offer. Maru couldn’t even get into her
school. He worked for one of the professors, but he didn’t go there. He
trained somewhere else. They used him as an opponent so that they’d
learn how to fight other motivators. It’s hard to affect each other, but
it’s possible—barely. She beat him again and again. He’s not at her
level. I don’t think he’s even at my level.”

I thought about that. “Alright. So he met your mom at the school she
went to and she hired him, why?”

She shook her head. “She didn’t hire him. My dad also went to the school
at the same time. He hired him and somehow they all got involved in the
resistance because of my mom. I’ve never gotten the full story. Mom’s
impossible to talk to.”

I sighed. Either we weren’t getting anywhere, or we were on the edge of
something big. “I think I asked this, but why did he try to warn us
about you then?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I think he hates me, but I think he
hates the entire second generation.”

She leaned back in her chair, smiling. “Does that mean you think he’s
working for the Ascendancy?”

Cassie shrugged. “Maybe.”

I said, “I don’t know. He might be. He’s a little suspicious, but we
don’t have anything resembling a motive. Do you?”

She tilted her head, pursing her lips. “Let me think.”

Kals stared at the table for a minute—which was the longest I’d yet
heard her not talk when I’d been around her.

Finally she looked up. “The resistance has used this world as a hideout
for years and Mom, Dad and Maru all spent time here on and off when I
was growing up, but when Dad died, and we all had to disappear, Mom and
Maru had a fight. I don’t know what they were fighting about. It was
after we’d been here for a few weeks. I don’t know what it was about.
They never talked about it again and when I asked, Mom wouldn’t say
anything.”

“Come on,” Cassie crossed her arms over her chest. “You must have heard
at least one word? Maybe a sentence?”

Kals glared at her. “It was two years ago. I can’t be sure about
anything anyone said. I remember the sound of their voices and that’s
all.”

My implant alerted me that Hal had sent me a message. I opened it,
experiencing the entire dataset that we’d collected from the ansible as
he must perceive it—blocks of data that you could organize as you
wanted. Except I received the version that he’d organized. We’d given
him data on ansible bandwidth usage and on the accounts that were active
during that time. The admin accounts were hidden, but I’d guessed that
people would be on their personal accounts before or after using one of
the unlogged admin accounts. My theory was that Hal could compare what
accounts were active during the periods of unusual activity after Jadzen
came back from her trips and we might find the spy.

It wasn’t a bad idea, but knowing how we used the internet back home, I
should have anticipated that practically everybody used the ansible all
the time. Fortunately, there were differences. The shining columns of
light thinned when a person’s ansible usage was little more than
background noise and thickened when they were deliberately using their
connection.

Knowing that, I traced the accounts that showed the most usage during
the time period just after Jadzen’s most recent trip. Jadzen and Maru’s
lines were the thickest, followed by Iolan, Geman, and Dalat’s. I could
rationalize all of those. Iolan, Geman, and Dalat managed the ansible.
Jadzen and Maru could be communicating with their information sources
off world. I considered going lower down on our list of users, but
bearing in mind Maru’s behavior and the fact that he was a motivator…

Maru didn’t have to control Jadzen to have her trust. As a motivator
though, he could control Geman and Dalat even if he couldn’t control
Jadzen, and if that argument Kals mentioned represented the moment he’d
lost confidence in her… Well, then we knew who the mole was even though
we couldn’t prove it yet or explain why.

I checked the other people’s usage anyway. The only name that jumped out
at me was Alanna, the person on the council who’d argued against the
idea that there was a spy.

Kals interrupted my thoughts. “You downloaded something big.”

As I became aware of the world around me again, I became aware that her
eyes were on me. Fumbling for words, I said, “A data analysis.”

I probably shouldn’t have said it, but I was still half inside a world
of virtual images and data patterns.

She leaned forward, and I caught a hint of a musky perfume. “What were
you analyzing? Ansible use? Is Maru the spy?”

Cassie sent me a message through our implants, “Nice one.”

Aloud, she said, “We don’t know. Don’t tell anyone.”

Kals cocked her head. “I shouldn’t tell anyone that you don’t know that
Maru’s the spy?”

The twist of Cassie’s mouth left no doubt that Cassie didn’t find her
reply funny. “You know what I mean. We can’t prove it’s him, but right
now, he’s our best guess. So don’t tell anybody.”

Kals voice rose. “I know better than that. Everyone around here knows
better than that. We’ve been hiding from the Ascendancy for years. Why
do you think it’s him?”

Not quite sure that it was the right choice, I decided to trust her.
“Guesses, mostly,” I began and explained how Dalat appeared to be
telling Geman not to say anything as we approached and talking via
implant when we left, how Maru had appeared to talk to us and direct us
to watch out for her, and how the ansible’s records showed that Maru’s
account was in use around the suspicious times even if it wasn’t the
only one.

Kals gave me her full attention, nodding as I talked. I finished with,
“It only hangs together because we want it to. We don’t have any
evidence. I’d send out bugs, but I’ve got a bad feeling that people
would detect them here.”

“From what I’ve seen of your ship, you don’t seem that far behind us,
but we’ve been under surveillance for most of our lives.” She pursed her
lips, half-closing her eyes, but then said, “My friends can watch him.
We’ll see where he goes and then maybe we’ll find some evidence.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? If he’s the spy, he might kill them.”

She waved her hand, batting away my concern. “Don’t worry about it.
That’s what we did for the resistance. The kids watched without getting
involved. We’re good at it. Besides, this is a small town in the middle
of nowhere. Everybody’s in everybody’s business. It won’t take much at
all to get deeper into his, and if he’s a traitor, he’s a threat to all
of us.”

I felt like I wanted to argue with her, but Cassie started talking.

Glancing toward the room Katuk, Marcus and I shared, Cassie peered
through the open doorway and turned back toward Kals and I. “Katuk’s not
here. Jaclyn called me to say she hasn’t seen him since we were at
Iolan’s. Did he say anything to you?”

I’d already realized that I had no idea where Katuk was earlier, but I’d
assumed that he was with Jaclyn. “I’m assuming he’s not in our bedroom…
I lost track of him at Iolan’s. I knew he came in with us, but I didn’t
see him when we left. He’s pretty quiet. I’d assumed that he went with
Jaclyn and Marcus.”

Cassie had let the mask absorb back into her costume when we stepped
inside and her blond hair swished as she shook her head. “Jaclyn hasn’t
seen him since Iolan’s either.”

I leaned sideways to take my own look into our room, seeing that Katuk’s
bed was empty. “He should be safe enough. Even if he tried to jump the
force field, he’s got the full Xiniti armor and even if he didn’t, the
Xiniti have been genetically modified to take cybernetics well. I doubt
if there’s anything on the planet that could take him out. Check your
implant. They’re crazy dangerous.”

Throwing her hair back over he shoulders, Cassie said, “I’ve been
checking out their weapons since I got the implant. They’re one man
armies except that they always travel in groups of at least four.”

Kals looked at Cassie and then at me. “Could Katuk be working with the
spy?”

I shook my head. “I doubt it. Obviously he’s never been here before, but
beyond that they almost never go bad as long as they’re with a group.
They’re descended from tree dwelling predators that hunted in packs and
they kept the pack mindset.”

Cassie frowned. “You know, we’re not really Xiniti.”

I checked the implant. It gave me years of statistics, more information
than I wanted. “He should be fine. Xiniti stay sane as long as
they have a group, especially at his age.
My implant says that working with non-Xiniti teams actually improves
their mental stability in the long run.”

Cassie tapped her head. “Same implant. Same information.”

Kals smiled and looked over at me. “Well, I didn’t know. Thanks.”

Cassie closed her eyes for a second. “Jaclyn wants us to get out and
look for him.” She sighed. “When I pointed out that he could take care
of himself, she told me that she thought we’d offended him somehow and
having all of us look for him might help.”

I almost pointed out that he had an implant too and that we could send
him a message. Except then I decided to try it instead of criticizing.
The implant informed me that it didn’t detect his signal, that he’d set
his implant to privacy mode.

“Privacy mode,” I said.

Cassie looked toward the windows and then back to me. “A little voice in
my head tells me the Xiniti don’t use it much. And that means Jaclyn’s
right and we’d better get out there.”

“I’ll help.” Kals pushed her chair back and stood up from the table. “I
know the colony better than you do.”

Cassie took a step toward the door. “Why don’t you show Nick? Jaclyn
figures we all ought to buddy up and Marcus and Tikki are already out
there looking. That, or they’re making out. Just don’t bring in your
friends for this. We don’t want to make it a big thing.”

Then she stepped out the door.

Kals followed Cassie’s path, putting her hand on the doorknob. “Ready?
Let’s go save the Xiniti warrior from loneliness.”

I got out of my chair and followed her out. “I guess we should cover the
area around Landing. I’m checking my implant and it looks like Cassie’s
going to meet Jaclyn in the next town over and Marcus and Tikki are
already in the other settlement. There are only three, right?”

“That’s right.” Kals pointed down one of the streets. “Let’s go that
way. Landing’s longer than it is wide. We’ll see most of it this way.
Besides, it’s the only street that goes all way through.”

We spent the next couple minutes walking down the road. Kals would point
out buildings, tell me who owned them and wave hello to the colonists
riding their floating platforms home from the field or whatever work
they’d been doing. The people we’d saved weren’t the only ones
constructing barrier walls against the local wildlife. To guess from the
people walking home covered in dirt, a lot people had drawn that duty.

The sun had begun to set soon after we started walking. When we reached
the edge of town, she turned around and crossed her arms, looking at the
collection of domes and the starship field further down. The walk had
taken us uphill and we could see the buildings sprawl on either side of
the road, some of them glowing in the twilight. Kals had said we still
had a couple hours before it became dark, but the process had already
started.

“There are a few houses outside the main settlement that we can hit, but
I’d say he’s not in town. I didn’t expect to find him. I really wanted
to get you alone because I wanted to tell you a couple more things you
should know.” She watched me as if ready to sprint after me if I ran.

“Okay,” I said.

She looked straight into my eyes. “You should know that the Dominators
or other motivators might have placed a command in any of us that can be
triggered by an event or word, so you can’t really trust anyone,
including me. The other thing? Your people have motivator-mutes. Did you
make them?”

I nodded.

“Stop,” she said, and her voice took on the strange tone I’d heard in
Julie’s voice when she used her power except this wasn’t quite the same.
The suit registered a wider range of tones than Julie used.

She looked me up and down, “Can you move?”

I couldn’t.

“You need to fix that.”

Then, in the same queer tone of voice, she said, “I release you.”

My muscles released and took a step forward. “I’m a little surprised
that you’d tell me all of this. Some people would keep it secret so that
they had a little bit of insurance against us.”

She smiled. “Whoops. I’ve ruined our plans for galactic domination.”
Then she turned to look down the hill again—all of it still blazing in
the light of the red sunset.

She looked away from me to stare down the hill. “Not for normal people,
no, but for us? After being caught here? Hideaway’s the last place
humans from the Ascendancy are free. It’s the last safe refuge for
resistance members who can’t live in the Ascendancy. If they find us,
they’ll work on us and by the end we’ll be empty shells whose only
purpose is to trap resistance members. And if we resist reprogramming,
I’m sure we’ll be killed.”

Worse, I knew that if we were still here when the Human Ascendancy came,
we might end up empty shells along with them. I had a hard time
imagining leaving the colony to that. We ought to be able to do
something. We’d managed to survive impossible situations before.

Imagining what I’d have to do to make the “motivator-mutes” in our
costumes work, I said, “You’ll have to help. I think I’ve got some ideas
as to how to change the ‘mute,’ but I won’t be able to test or fine tune
it without you. Maybe you could drop by tomorrow?”

Kals touched her bracelet with her right hand’s index finger. “I’ll
check my social calendar… What do you know? It says, ‘Still stuck on
this rock.’ Looks like I’m open.”

“You were sounding almost inspirational about the colony a second ago.”

She laughed. “Inspirational? Where was I inspirational? Before or after
I told you our personalities would be gutted and replaced with something
that’s not really us.”

“A little before? The bit where you said it was the last safe refuge and
everything…”

Looking out across the town below us, she grinned for a second. “Blame
the sunset. It’s one of the few things I like about this place. Besides,
it’s not as if this can’t both be humanity’s last free place and also an
isolated rock in the middle of nowhere. The last I heard being both is
pretty much a requirement.”

For the next hour, we walked around the edges of town, checking out the
egg-shaped farmhouses and outbuildings. As the twilight turned to
outright night, I got a call from Cassie. “Found him. Jaclyn jumped the
force field and saw him standing on top of one of the barricades. I
think she’s managed to convince him to come back to the Council
building. He won’t say why he left or what he’s been doing. When Jaclyn
asked what was going on, he said we should know—which makes no sense.
He sounds like a high school girl. God, I remember saying that to a
boyfriend once, and the only way the poor guy could have known is if he
were a telepath.”

I had no idea which high school boyfriend Cassie meant. This had to have
been before senior year when we reconnected—during the period before
that where the most we ever did was say, “hi,” to each other while
walking to class.

“And you weren’t dating Daniel,” I said.

Cassie laughed for a while. “As if that would ever happen. Besides,
Daniel would have caught it without telepathy. You too. You both knew
about my dad. Anyway, meet us back in the suite.”

Stopping next to a farm’s egg-shaped outbuilding, I told Kals that
they’d found Katuk. Leaning with her back against one of the floating
platforms, she said, “Where’d they find him?”

I shrugged. “Top of a barricade somewhere? I don’t know the exact
location, but where Jaclyn and Cassie were looking.”

Kals eyed me. “Are you kidding? He’s crazy. I can think of half a dozen
things that might give a Xiniti trouble out there.”

“None of us know this place,” I began, but she waved her hand as if
brushing what I’d said out of the air.

“You’ve seen our wildlife. So has he. He’s nuts.” She stopped talking,
starting again only after scowling for a moment. “I need to ask you a
favor. Do you mind if I sleep over at your place? And I don’t mean it in
the way you’re obviously taking it–“

My eyes had widened, but I hadn’t seriously thought she was proposing
sleeping with me in the room I shared with Marcus and Katuk. I was going
to say so, but couldn’t get a word in as she continued.

“Maru, the Council, and more than a dozen other people will be over at
my Mom’s tonight. They’re plotting against the Ascendancy, so it’s going
to go late and most of them are going to stay overnight. The way I feel
about Maru right now, I want to tell him to choke on his own tongue and
I know that you have space.”

I leaned back against the shed’s cool, smooth surface. “Wouldn’t your
mom notice that you’re gone?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. She notices everything, but if
we were home, I’d be living on my own, so she’s got no right to stop me.
Besides, we do it all the time after parties. Sure, we’ve got the force
fields, but some of the small animals that sneak in are as bad as the
big ones. Walking home in the dark isn’t safe, so no one
complains.”

I thought about it. “I don’t see a problem then. I know we’ve got more
beds than we’re using, but you’ll have to talk to Jaclyn and Cassie to
know for sure if they’re okay with it. The thing is, it’s not going to
be a party. You know about Katuk. So that’s going to be going on in the
background. Also, if you want to help me make our suits mute commands,
well, that’s not going to be fun, but we could work on it tonight.”

Her eyes flicked between the shed, the cluster of egg shapes that was
the farmhouse, and field around us. “We should start back. The
underweasels live out here around the edges. They’re not very big, but
they come out after dark.”

“Then we’d better go.” I’d let my stealth suit absorb my helmet while we
talked, but I reformed my glasses out of the helmet mass around my
collar. When I put them on, I didn’t see anything like a pack of weasels
hiding in the soil around us, but I did see a number of warm bodies
hanging in the trees off to the side of the field. None of them were
larger than a small dog, but there were too many to count.

We started walking back toward the main road. I set my glasses to give
me a 360 degree view of my surroundings, noting that Kals continued to
check around herself in a way that gave her 360 degree awareness as
well. She did it subtly too, not turning completely around to look, but
instead turning to talk to me and then glancing behind her.

I didn’t see it as ominous. I’d been taught to do the same thing by Lee.
It just meant that the Human Ascendancy taught their motivators basic
martial art skills. Given that the Human Ascendancy appeared to use them
as leaders, soldiers, and secret agents, I’d have been more surprised if
they hadn’t.

We managed to avoid getting attacked before reaching the main street. As
we walked, she said, “I might be able to help you with Katuk.”

I turned my head toward her. “Does your voice work on Xiniti too?”

Her eyes darted from one side of the street to another before she said
anything. “I’m not sure. We learned techniques for different aliens, but
I never got to try it on any of them.”

I searched my implant. The Xiniti didn’t have any recorded incidents
where the Ascendancy’s motivators had been controlled, but they also
recorded mysterious incidents where units of Xiniti had disappeared. So
maybe it did work. Paying attention to Kals again, I nodded. “Okay.
They’re not saying he’s gone crazy, but if that does happen, do what you
can.”

When we did walk through the door at the Council’s building, we found
Cassie, Jaclyn, Marcus, and Tikki eating some kind of meat and
vegetables. The meat had the redness of a steak, but a texture that
looked a lot like sushi. Crawls-Through-Desert sat next to a window,
unmoving, leaves pointing toward where the sun would rise in the
morning.

I glanced toward our room. The air on Katuk’s side of the room was
warmer than the other side. Alright, Katuk was there. Maybe I’d be able
to talk to him when I went to bed? Then the smell of the food hit me, a
mixture of cooked meat, spices, and vegetables. I decided that Katuk
ranked lower than supper and sat down at the table along with everyone
else. Kals sat down along with me. It didn’t matter. The heaping bowls
meant that there was more than enough.

Eating meant that I didn’t say anything for a couple minutes. Kals
recovered sooner than I did, stopping to ask, “Did he say anything more
before disappearing into his room?”

Cassie shook her head. “Nope. It’s all still the same as ever.”

Marcus stopped eating long enough to add, “But I learned something
interesting. If you go through the Xiniti files in your head, you’ll
find out that the mission groups that the Xiniti form every fighting
force around? They use the same word for them as they do marriages.”

I blinked. “That makes a lot of sense. If the Xiniti spend most of their
lives in an asexual state, marriages wouldn’t quite mean the same thing.
I could see how they might be the same thing as a military unit in that
situation.”

Cassie used her implant and I could feel Jaclyn, Marcus, and even the
more distant presences of Kals and Tikki. “What I don’t get is why he’s
freaking out now. He’s been with us for a week now. And sure we ignored
him a little today, but was that more clueless than the rest of the
stuff we’ve said? We’ve got a Xiniti implant sure, but we know almost
nothing about Xiniti really.”

Jaclyn thought at us, “I know. I’ve been looking through his personnel
files, trying to find out if there’s anything there we need to know.
There’s something encrypted in them and the implant won’t decrypt it.”

“No kidding?” I opened the files myself, ignoring everything until I
found the encrypted information.

Then I passed it over to Hal.

My connection to Hal froze for long enough to make me wonder if it had
been dropped, but then he said, \[The encryption is complex. It will take
some time to decrypt it.\]

“How long?”

\[Unknown, but minutes, possibly hours instead of seconds.\]

“Okay. Let me know when you’ve figured it out.”

\[I will.\]

With that I dropped out of contact with Hal and become more aware of the
digital conversation I’d left—the one with Jaclyn, Cassie, Marcus, Tikki
and Kals. “Your voice blinked out,” Jaclyn told me. “What did you do?”

“I gave Hal the encrypted file and asked him to decrypt it.”

Tikki grinned at me, a flash of white teeth. “Of course you did. He’s
made for it.”

I shrugged, “More or less. He’s more for simulating battles than
encryption, but you need to know a lot to make a good simulation.”

Still grinning, she said, “I know. I’m familiar with battle simulation
AIs. One of my friends loved fighting and got me interested in the
technology. I still keep up a little. Yours ought to be on a flagship.
It’s one of the big ones, the kind you’d use to simulate multiple fleet
actions, ground invasions and espionage, complete with the personalities
of the commanding officers.”

I’d momentarily forgotten that she was an engineer. Life support didn’t
include AIs or combat technology, but the better starship engineers had
secondary specialties.

She reached for another piece of meat from her plate and ate it. As she
opened her mouth to eat, her mouth seemed a little too wide or had too
many teeth? I couldn’t be sure. You never knew what the Abominators put
into their gene lines. The Xiniti implant didn’t either.

I didn’t have time to go down that rabbit hole though. I had another
question. “Kals was wondering if she could stay here for the night.”

Jaclyn looked at her and then me. “I assume you’re meaning in our room
and not yours. Because squeezing into Nick’s bed won’t help with Katuk.”

Kals rolled her eyes. “You people worry about sex all the time. Trust
me. I’m not here for that. I’m here to get away from my mom for a
night.”

Jaclyn took a breath. “Fine, but you’re not the only one. Tikki’s
staying here too.”

Cassie stopped eating only long enough to add, “She’s staying on our
side too. Sorry, Marcus.”

Pouring a green sauce over the vegetables on his plate, Marcus said,
“Yeah, yeah. I knew that. Besides, I do want to help with Katuk. I’m
thinking that Nick and I ought to apologize on behalf of everybody and
see if that works.”

Jaclyn frowned, shook her head and then took another helping of
vegetables. “Cassie and I already tried to apologize, but he didn’t
accept it, but maybe the two of you will have better luck.”

“I’m hoping,” Cassie said, continuing to eat. “All the stories I ever
heard about how the Xiniti destroyed whole worlds didn’t include
anything about how mopey they were. You’ve got to get this guy out of
his funk.”

Grateful that all our talk was taking place through our implants, I
thought, “We’ll see what we can do.”

That’s when Hal reported back. With no warning, I knew the contents of
the encrypted data file. Katuk’s father had been a criminal, a Xiniti
outcast who had killed his unit in a dispute and then slowly gone mad,
only recovering his reason after being captured by a crew of
mercenaries. That crew of mercenaries had eventually been hired to
attack Earth—which was where Cassie, Jaclyn, and I had killed his
father.

Of course, we had.

The implant informed me that in cases like this, the Xiniti had a much
greater chance of going violently insane as a direct result of the
stress from years of distrust during the process of growing up. The
Xiniti were far more affected by the distrust of beings in their
marriage group. Exposing them to other species and alien ways of thought
helped them reduce and resist it.

Making a split second decision, I passed it to the group—all of us
including Tikki and Kals.

Everyone stopped eating. Jaclyn blinked. “That’s much worse than I was
expecting.”

Kals stared at me. “You’re all Xiniti because you killed one of his
parents and you didn’t know that you had that connection until now.
That’s… scary. He’s got every reason to hate you.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But on the other hand, his father had been gone for
years before we killed him. His father’s death might have lifted the
social stigma from him, making it all better.”

Kals glanced over toward the room Marcus and I shared with Katuk.”Do you
think he agrees with that?”

I followed her gaze. “No idea, but Marcus and I should find out as soon
as we’re done eating.”

Marcus looked up from the table. “At least I’ll get to die on a full
stomach.”

I couldn’t argue with him. I didn’t know what the vegetables or the meat
were, but I liked them. I wasn’t sure that they were good enough that my
life would be fulfilled if I got killed by an angry Xiniti after supper,
but as Marcus implied, it was better than dying hungry.

“So what do you think?” Marcus asked, “You think they told him?”

Jaclyn paused with her fork in the air. “How would he not know something
like that? It was a big enough deal to make us Xiniti citizens. That
can’t happen every day. How would he not hear about it?”

“Easy,” Cassie raised her hand, waving it to get our attention. “They’re
a military culture. If you don’t need to know, they don’t tell
you.”

Marcus nodded. “Sounds about right. That’s what Grandpa hated about the
army. The way he told it though, people had ways to find stuff out.
Rumors got around. So even if you didn’t know the whole story, you knew
something.”

I thought for a second. “I guess we probably shouldn’t say anything
about that unless he does.”

Jaclyn frowned. “It still doesn’t seem right for them not to tell him
and if that’s really the reason he’s angry and feeling ignored was just
an excuse? Then we’re not going to get anywhere until we address it. By
the way, I’m not arguing with you. I’m saying this because it needs to
be said once before you go in.”

We all looked at each other across the table. Thinking back to Geman and
Dalat this morning, I said, “We probably ought to switch back to a
normal conversation so that he doesn’t think we’re talking about him.”

For the rest of dinner, we talked normally. Kals talked about the day to
day life in the colony and the Human
Ascendancy. Tikki talked about adjusting to the colony. We answered
questions about living on Earth without ever calling it Earth and
continuing to pretend we were from somewhere else.

As we picked up the dishes and washed them in the sink, Marcus sent me a
message via implant. “Ready?”

I nodded and we left the main area and walked into our room. It was
dark, but not pitch black. Light came in through the doorway behind us
and if that weren’t enough, my glasses brightened the room enough that
it only felt dimly lit instead of dark.

Katuk lay in his bed, staring into the air with wide eyes and blank
expression, an expression I recognized. It was the look of a person
watching television, a computer screen or using an implant. Katuk never
moved as Marcus and I stepped into the room, but the senses provided by
standard Xiniti cyborg enhancements would have allowed him to notice us
no matter what was going on in his head.

Marcus turned and walked directly up to Katuk’s wooden bed. “Hey Katuk,
Nick and I stopped by to say we were sorry. I know we don’t pay as much
attention to you as you need. Being human, we’re not wired the same and
so we don’t naturally know what’s normal for you. I don’t know if you do
this with other Xiniti, but you’re going to have tell us what you need.
Otherwise we won’t know. Nick?”

Katuk remained motionless, but Marcus turned to me. “Your turn.”

I watched as Katuk took a long, slow breath. “I don’t have anything to
add to that. Marcus said everything important. I should give you my
personal apology though. No one intended to exclude you. I didn’t
either. If I did, it was completely unintentional.”

Katuk didn’t say anything.

Marcus glanced at me. “Is it possible that he didn’t hear us?”

I looked down at Katuk. His eyes, wide and dark, aimed upward at the
ceiling. “It’s pretty much impossible that he didn’t unless he really
worked at it. Xiniti senses plus their cybernetics can take in more
information at once than we can—at least most of us.”

Marcus sighed. “Okay. Then I guess he’s ignoring us.”

He began to turn toward the door, but as he took a step, Katuk spoke. “I
will do my duty. Please leave me alone.”

“Thanks,” I said, watching to see if he’d say anything else.

He didn’t.

After a little while longer, Marcus and I walked back into the main room
of the suite. When we sat down around the table with everyone else,
Jaclyn asked, “How did it go?”

Marcus and I looked at each other.

Marcus shook his head. “I have no idea.”

“We both apologized and Katuk said he’d do his duty, but to leave him
alone.” I shrugged. “That’s all we’ve got. Marcus did tell him that we
were unfamiliar with what he needed out of us and that he have to tell
us for us to know, but I’m not sure if that helped or hurt.”

Marcus rested his arms on the table. “It seemed like it needed to be
said.”

Jaclyn looked toward the doorway as if expecting some reaction from
Katuk. When nothing happened, she said, “I guess that’s something. As
long as he’s willing to work, we might still get somewhere. That’s more
than he said to us.”

Thinking about it, it seemed to me that she was right. On the other
hand, a more paranoid part of my mind wondered if any motivators on the
planet did know enough to affect a Xiniti. Kals said she might, but more
experienced motivators would know more.

In the end though, it wasn’t something that I could do anything about
aside from passing on the speculation to everyone else—that and the fact
that Kals’ could get around our current defenses. Everyone’s response
could be summarized in Jaclyn’s, “Are you kidding me? Why didn’t you
tell us that before?”

“I didn’t know until just before you told us you’d found Katuk. Everyone
was worried about that and I kind of forgot. Anyway, we were going to
work on it tonight. Well, I was assuming we would, if that’s okay.” I
looked over at Kals.

She gave a quick nod. “Whoever controls all of you controls all of us.
I’m not going to let that happen.”

Cassie looked around the table. “Sounds like the two of you are going to
have fun. Now what are the rest of us going to do?”

I thought about it. “The Xiniti implant has an entertainment folder.
Plus there’s the ansible.”

Shaking her head, Cassie said, “I don’t even know what kind of
entertainment you’d find through the ansible. And have you checked the
Xiniti entertainment folder?”

“No.” As I said it, a long list of titles flowed through my mind.

“Don’t.” Cassie’s tone of voice mixed the sound of finality with utter
disbelief. “I did, and they’re this weird mix of soap opera and war
story. At any given moment anyone in the story might change gender or
maybe everyone will change gender. Units will break up and reform for
reasons that won’t make any sense. Also, some of them are musicals. And
there are religious rituals. And there are sports where your gender
can change mid-game… Plus, you know how the implant rushes to give you
all the information you need every other time you use it? Well, it
doesn’t with the entertainment because that would affect your
interpretation of the creators’ artistic intent. Xiniti art is supposed
to be enjoyed and interpreted by your whole unit or group marriage.”

She clenched her right hand as she leaned forward over the table. “If
Katuk’s listening, I hope he understands I’m not hating on his culture,
but I don’t get it at all.”

Marcus waved his hand in the air. “You know what we could do?”

Almost in unison, Jaclyn and Cassie said, “No Monopoly!”

“Okay…” Marcus leaned back, cocking his head and waiting for a moment
before he added, “But I don’t know what we’d do then. Maybe Hal could
list any games he thinks he could simulate and then we’d choose?”

I didn’t pay much attention after that. It wasn’t surprising if you
thought about it, but Hal’s specialty was simulating battles. That meant
that while games using military strategy and tactics might be a special
interest, he had a general interest in all games, ranging from
children’s games to drinking games and including sports, boardgames,
war-games, and role playing games. As long as it had been uploaded on to
the internet, he knew the rules.

By the end of the night everyone was playing some game (I didn’t pay
attention to which one). I spent most of the night tweaking the
algorithm that countered motivators’ voices—which meant that Kals
divided her time between playing and testing my tweaks. That’s to say
she alternated between playing and giving me orders.

This would have been fine if we were alone except that we weren’t, and
as soon as Marcus realized how we were testing he began to offer
suggestions. “Have him cluck like a chicken. No, wait… I can come up
with something better than that—”

At which point Kals interrupted him to ask, “What’s a chicken?”

After Marcus explained, Cassie then suggested that they, “See if he
knows the Periodic Table of the Elements from memory.”

I did—all the elements known on Earth plus a few Grandpa told me about.
Tikki knew a few more—several, actually. At Marcus urging, Kals had her
recite them too—which made her laugh once she was done.

That wasn’t the reaction I’d been expecting given that the whole colony
seemed to exist to avoid control by motivators, but I was beyond trying
to make sense of people. I was more concerned about the sounds that came
out of Kals’ throat, using my suit and the implant to record and analyze
them,  and sometimes offloading work to Hal.

Even with Jaclyn’s help in preventing Cassie and Marcus from making more
suggestions (“Just stop it.”), we didn’t completely figure it out
before I realized that I was too tired to think clearly. Chalking it up
to the problem being hard and everyone being stir crazy, I went to bed,
finding that it wasn’t easy to sleep.

I couldn’t quit thinking about alternate solutions and sonic tricks
Grandpa had told me about. When I did finally fall asleep, I didn’t stay
that way all night. Around four in the morning, I woke up, realizing
both that I heard footsteps in the main room, and that I needed to pee.

While the possibility that it wasn’t one of us did occur to me, it was
far more likely that one of the four people on the women’s side of the
suite needed to go the bathroom too. Since my “pajamas” were simply a
thin version of the stealth suit, I grabbed my glasses/HUD and walked
out of the room.

The glasses’ thermal imaging left no doubt about what had happened.
Glowing footsteps led from the women’s doorway toward the end of the
room where two doors stood. One led to the bathroom. The other led
deeper into the building.

The glowing footsteps went past the bathroom and out the other door.

Wondering if I should check with the others before I did anything, I
decided it was most likely Jaclyn, Cassie, Tikki, or Kals and if not, I
could probably tell the rest via implant.

In fact, I was being too paranoid already. The most likely possibility
was that one of them had opted to use one of the bathrooms outside our
suite rather than risking waking everyone else up. The toilet was kind
of noisy.

As I walked through the door that led into the main area of the council
building, I reflected that if that were true, explaining what I was
doing was going to be awkward. Well, if I did find that the footsteps
led to one of the other bathrooms, I’d do my best to sneak away before
they got out.

The main area of the council building was an open room large enough hold
almost everyone in the colony. Even if that was only all of the colony’s
adults, that might mean as many as 2000 people. I followed the footsteps
across the front of the auditorium, noting the rows of seats to my left.
Anything could be hiding there in theory, but my glasses’ thermal
imaging didn’t show anything hot enough to be alive.

I reached a short hall on the other side of the auditorium. It continued
into another suite like ours, but before that a stairway opened up
downward to the right. I followed the steps downward, noting that they
appeared to be made of the same white substance as the egg-shaped
outside walls. Even before I reached the bottom, I noticed that the
thermal footprint remains were more distinct. Halfway down, I heard the
first noise. It was a series of high pitched barks—more yips than
barks—and then Jaclyn’s voice.

“Shh.”

I jumped down the final flight of stairs, landing in front of a closed
door, but one with a telltale glow at the bottom of the door. The light
was on inside and since I knew who was there, I said, “Jaclyn?”

The door opened. Jaclyn stood in the doorway wearing the pajama version
of her stealth suit—a red top with white pants. I remembered programming
in the specifications.

She sighed. “I knew someone would notice eventually, but I thought it
would be Cassie.”

Then she turned to look behind her. A dog with grayish-brown, curly fur
bounded toward me, getting on its hind legs and placing its paws on my
stomach. A closer look showed me that it was more fuzzy than furry and
the clumsiness of its walk told me that it was more puppy than dog
despite its size. More clues came together—the thickness of its limbs,
the size of its paws, the resemblance to a terrier.

It sniffed my crotch and then dropped to all fours to consider the smell
of my feet. It gave my left foot a lick.

“Wow. Is that what I think it is, and why did you take it in?” I looked
around. “You’ve been keeping it in a closet?”

To be fair, it was more of a storage room. It was at least twenty feet
wide, maybe larger, filled with boxes, a bowl of water, and bowl of last
night’s leftovers.

Her head sunk for a moment, but then she looked me in the eye. “It’s not
a closet. Look, I got up early the morning after we killed those things
and went out running. It was there where we’d killed them, sniffing
around. I know it was dumb, but I couldn’t leave it there. We’d killed
its parents and I’ve always liked dogs…”

She shook her head. “This sounds even dumber out loud than when I was
imagining explaining it.”

The puppy grabbed my pants leg and started pulling on it. It had a
strong grip.

“No! Stop. Over here.” She pointed directly in front of her. It stopped,
looked at her, and let go of my pants. Then it sat in front of her. She
crouched, scratching it behind the ears, and saying, “Good boy. Who’s a
good boy?”

She let the puppy lick her face a couple times, wiping off the spit with
her hand. Then she stood up. “He really is a good dog. Dogs at home
don’t learn commands that quickly. They should be training them instead
of hiding from them. I’ve been hoping to show them, but for now, I just
need to take him outside. You want to come along?”

I glanced down at the dog which had already wandered off to the food
dish to scarf down a few gobbets of meat. “Sure.”

We brought the dog out to a courtyard off to the side of the auditorium.
Since it was surrounded by the building, we didn’t have to worry about
the dog running off—though we did have a scare when it darted toward one
of the walls, disappearing behind a bush. When we caught up with it, we
found it dismembering a creature that appeared to be a cross between a
rat and a grasshopper. Rats don’t have six legs or wings, and
grasshoppers don’t have fur, but this had both.

“What are you going to do with it?” I asked her as the puppy finished
eating and then did its business behind another bush.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I think the colonists could train
them, but you know how big they get. The colonists aren’t going to like
the idea. We could bring him home, but…”

I tried to imagine that. It wasn’t as if Jaclyn could keep it in her
dorm at the University of Michigan. The best idea would be to keep it in
HQ in Grand Lake. I imagined trying to take it for a walk. It wouldn’t
be so bad when it was a puppy, but when it was fully grown…

“I hope we don’t bring him home,” I began, but I was interrupted by a
message.

It was from Iolan. It was marked important, but if we’d been asleep, it
wouldn’t have been urgent enough to wake us up. We’d have gotten the
notification after waking. I opened it. It said, “I’m part of the group
meeting at Jadzen Akri’s house tonight. Things have gotten… off topic.
We’ll all be visiting tomorrow morning. Whatever happens, be cooperative
and pleasant. Don’t give anyone an excuse to be angry. It’s not too big
a thing. It’s just that there have been a few complaints about your
investigations. I’m doing my best to calm people down over here.”

The message ended and I asked, “Did you—”

“Get the message? Yes.” Jaclyn’s mouth was a flat line. “It sounds like
a bad time to bring up the dog.”





Complaints


        Agent 957 of the Human Ascendancy’s Genetic Management Office, System
2411, Edge Sector

Two ships flew through space. One, a long cylinder bristling with laser
turrets in addition to its main gun, led the way. The other, a
wedge-shaped ship not even a tenth of its size, followed off to its
side.

Knowledgeable observers would have recognized the larger ship as the
Human Ascendancy Extinction class warship named Annihilation. The
smaller ship would have been recognized as a Stinger class heavy fighter
number 1123 of the Far Hunter Squadron. There were no knowledgeable
observers or even sentient creatures in the system except for those on
the ships themselves. The only other being that could have observed them
was busy and while she would have recognized the technology and purpose
of the ships, her interest in science was great and her interest in
fighting only marginal unless it presented an interesting technical
problem.

Human Ascendancy warships were conservative in design and offered no
interesting technical problems. Therefore, her attention lay
elsewhere.

Agent 957 flew the Stinger. It was moments like this one that he lived
for. He’d taken his ship all the way back to K’Tepolu after he’d failed
to capture the criminals and their Xiniti escort. K’Tepolu had been the
sensible choice. It worked for whatever he wanted to do—investigate as
his mission dictated or desert and try to escape the consequences of
losing them. He might have tried if the Annihilation hadn’t been there.

Instead he’d given the pictures that the mole had passed along to a
professional astrogator he’d hired, explaining his mission, the last
heading of the criminals’ ship, and the fact that the Xiniti ship
appeared to have access to jump and blink space despite its small size.
The astrogator had access to a database showing the skies of hundreds of
thousands of planets and ran a search on the mole’s pictures. With that
started, he’d searched out anywhere the colonists or Xiniti could have
gone on that strange collection of linked asteroids.

He’d learned that only one of the Xiniti was biologically a member of
the Xiniti species. The rest were human. He couldn’t find out where
they’d originated from, but members of other races who joined the Xiniti
nation were no pushovers. He made sure to pass that information on to
the warship. As the only allies he had, he’d have to bring them in on
this no matter how little he wanted to.

Though he did find Kee Oataki’s shop and technology training facility,
he found that no matter how much he threatened, no one would let him
speak to her. “She’s presently unavailable,” a scruffy Zeeta crawler
told him. Then, making a gesture that his implant identified as rude,
the Zeeta had gone back to a discussion that involved equal parts jump
drive theory and its favorite serialized vid.

The public, online records of a fight in the marketplace gave him a
better picture of their fighting styles. Two of the human “Xiniti” had
fought a few of the barbarian waroo there. The agent didn’t recognize
their fighting styles, but it was clear they’d been well trained. It was
also clear that “Tikki” could manipulate time, making her recapture a
priority.

Though viewing the fight had been easy, getting the waroo to talk about
it turned out to be impossible. Agent 957 didn’t at all expect to
understand the creatures, but he was surprised that even though they
were known mercenaries, they wouldn’t talk about the fight and wouldn’t
draw up a contract to hunt down the people who’d nearly killed one of
their own. They’d refused. “You have no understanding of our laws. We
will handle this in our own way.” When the astrogator’s report came back
with a positive identification of the planet and star system Hideaway,
the waroo had been willing enough to take the information.

With any luck, they’d appear in time to destroy the Xiniti escort in
their rage. If they didn’t show up, he had the firepower to do it
himself.

That brought him back to the moment. Hideaway lay in the middle of a
cluster of systems arranged such that their gravity wells made blink
space practically useless. The Annihilation and his ship would spend a
week in jump space before they reached the planet.

The mole had been surprised to find that Agent 957 had found Hideaway’s
position on his own and unsuccessfully tried to hide fear. No matter.
Agent 957 had made it clear that the mole’s service had been invaluable.
Did the mole have anything left to report? The mole did. There were
mines. Agent 957 had made a note of their positions and notified the
warship.

It was time to make the jump. Agent 957 checked with the Annihilation
to make sure it had the coordinates
correct. Then the agent aimed his ship toward the cluster of stars ahead
and turned on his jump drive.



The next day my implant woke me at eight in the morning—which was good.
It meant that I’d be awake before any of the colony’s leadership came to
complain. It was also bad in that I needed more sleep after waking up in
the middle of the night to follow Jaclyn around and watch her dog poop.

When the colonists dropped off breakfast, Jaclyn took advantage of the
fact that we were all together to tell everyone the story and then bring
us all downstairs to show us the puppy. When we were all back up in the
suite, Cassie shook her head and finished off the last bit of some kind
of meat. Swallowing, she told Jaclyn, “That was so crazy and such a
terrible idea that—“

“It’s like something you would do?” Jaclyn finished.

“Well, yeah,” Cassie said. “But I’d know better than to take in a dog. I
tried once when I was kid and my dad gave me hell. He gave me a big
speech about how a dog is a big responsibility, but nowhere nears as big
as yours is going to get.”

Jaclyn gave a short laugh. “I know. Believe me I know. I want to leave
him here because they’re so easy to train, but if they won’t let me, I
guess I’ll bring him home.”

Kals looked down at her hand. The puppy had licked it. “We don’t have
dogs as pets. I’ve never seen one of those things act friendly.”

Katuk furrowed his brow, “Why would you keep such a dangerous creature?”

Jaclyn shook her head. “I shouldn’t, but if they’re not going to train
him, I’m not going to let them kill him. We already killed both of his
parents and more. There’s got to be a point where you learn what you
don’t have to kill.”

Katuk paused, but didn’t add anything to that.

Jadzen Akri and the others showed up about thirty minutes after we’d
finished cleaning up. They didn’t knock and wait for us to open the door
either. They went into the big council room and after a short period
where we could hear them talking in there, Maru stepped into the suite,
saying, “Excuse me, everyone. Jadzen and several members of the
revolutionary board will see you now.”

We followed him back into the big council room. It felt larger as well
as oddly less frightening than it had the night before. Still, the room
felt very big and very official with the chairs around the table the
front and people sitting in them.

As we entered, Kals looked up at the front of the room. “They’re playing
this as if they were investigating some major violation of a Council
editct. That’s annoying. Someone must dislike you.”

When we sat in the seats facing the group. Jadzen looked on calmly while
Iolan fiddled with something he’d found in the pocket of his suit coat.
Alanna slumped in her chair, possibly hungover, possibly remotely
accessing something through the bracelet she wore. Three other people
that I didn’t recognized at all were also up there in addition to Maru
and Geman. Geman yawned and then nodded at us.

Jadzen looked over the group of us. Everyone but Crawls-Through-Desert
had followed Maru through the door and into the auditorium. She frowned
as she saw Kals and then Tikki. “Kals, you don’t have to be here. Take
Tikki and go.”

Kals shook her head. “Mom, I was with them during almost everything they
did yesterday. If they’re in trouble, I’m in trouble.”

Tikki glanced over at Marcus, smiled at him, and reached out to squeeze
his hand. “That goes for me as well, but also it’s a fascinating
opportunity to learn what my fellow colonists think is unacceptable
behavior.”

Jadzen gave Tikki a disjointed expression that made it clear she found
Tikki’s response odd, but when she looked at Kals, she wore a tired
expression similar to the one I remembered seeing on my parents’ faces
when they were told I’d taken apart a neighbor child’s toy or a
grownup’s lawnmower.

Without saying anything else to us, Jadzen said, “Maru, please start.”

Maru stepped up to the podium. “Greetings everyone and especially to
those of you who have come from so far away to protect us. We value your
sacrifice. For everyone’s good, we have a few issues to bring up. We
received a few reports that your attempts to look for the mole were
disruptive to regular operations of the colony as well as colony morale.
You interrupted a regular meeting by Geman and Dalat. You all searched
throughout the colony, giving no explanation of why you needed to be
there. Other individuals in addition to Geman and Dalat were also
interrupted from their work to answer questions.

“These sort of practices make it more difficult for people to practice
the trades that keep the colony secure and fed. We need you to stop
interrupting people during work hours and to stay off people’s property
without permission.”

Maru stopped, giving all of us a polite smile. “Do you have any
questions?”

Kals responded before any of the rest of us. “I was there for all of
that. You know as well as I do that Geman and Dalat usually use the
meeting as an excuse to have a beer. The only reason they searched the
colony was to find a teammate who they thought might have gotten lost. I
can’t speak to interrupting the other people with questions, but I don’t
know how else you conduct any kind of investigation.”

Iolan’s eyes widened as she began to speak. I had a feeling that when
he’d sent us a message to remain calm and pleasant, he’d been trying to
avoid exactly this sort of thing.

The problem was that Kals wasn’t wrong. Being restricted from talking to
people during most of the day would slow things down a lot.

Geman frowned but didn’t argue at Kals’ suggestion that he and Dalat
used the meeting as an excuse to drink.

Maru’s mouth tightened, reminding me of a growling dog. “Kals, you may
be assisting, but you can’t speak on their behalf.”

I spoke even as Kals began to open her mouth to respond, “It’s okay.
She’s gotten everything right. I didn’t know about the meeting being an
excuse to hang out and drink but it’s definitely true that we weren’t
randomly searching people’s farms or property. We were just looking for
Katuk. Our implants weren’t detecting him and we were worried that
something had happened to him. It turned out that he was
safe.”

“That’s right,” Jaclyn stepped forward. “Speaking only on a practical
level, we need the freedom to talk to people whenever it works best for
them and for us. Some people will have time during the day and others in
the evening. And if it looks like we’ve got a person missing, we’ll look
for him. This isn’t the kind of planet where I’m comfortable assuming
someone’s okay.”

Katuk cleared his throat. “I’m sorry that my disappearance made it
necessary for the others to search for me. I felt it was necessary to
disappear for a time and didn’t realize that the others would want to
search for me. Had I understood that I would have coordinated it with
them first.”

Maru swallowed and nodded, not taking his eyes off the Xiniti. “Thank
you, Katuk. All of us here appreciate how far you must be from your
people right now.”

“All those with me are members of my clan,” Katuk said.

“Not all of you,” Maru said, looking over at Kals and Tikki. “Kals.
Don’t you have duties that would prevent you from assisting them? You’re
involved in our greenhouses, livestock, and farming. Surely you have
enough to keep you busy.”

Kals shook her head. “We’re in the slow season for me. We’re collecting
data, but I won’t know how well this year’s crops went until the
harvest. Once the harvest is in, then those of us in crop design get to
work. Right now I can collect the data I need in a few hours. Besides,
you know what my real duties are. As one of the few with fully active
abilities, my first duty has to be defense. And that means I need to be
with them. Otherwise, I won’t be able to help.”

Maru’s jaw dropped ever so slightly. “You shouldn’t have said that—“

Chin down and staring at him, Kals said, “Why not? They’re on our side.
For the good of the colony, we need to be coordinating with them, not
spying on them and if I were spying on them, I couldn’t do it from the
greenhouse.”

Maru turned to look at Jadzen who shook her head. He turned to Tikki.
“As a new member of the colony, I’m sure you have duties that you could
be doing—“

Tikki shook her head. “I’m afraid that I don’t. Because I’m a life
support specialist, they assigned me to help maintain the greenhouses,
but the greenhouses are in good condition. We do maintenance, but
there’s not much to do. They keep on telling me it will get busy later
in the year, but it isn’t yet.”

Behind Maru, Alanna shifted forward in her chair, no longer looking like
she was semi-comfortably nursing a hangover. She gritted her teeth as
she stood up. “You both just dropped your duties to help the Xiniti? We
know what’s really going on. These Xiniti are human and somehow they’re
not triggering the rash…”

She shook her head. “You’re putting the colony behind men who will
disappear when the job is done. You should be thinking of the colony
first. Is it slow for your teams? Then you should be helping another if
you’re done early. The earthworks team is working night and day on the
barricades. Kals, you know you could be helpful there. And you, life
support girl? I’m going to talk to your superiors. My team could use
more help and I know you’re an engineer—“

“No,” Kals kept her eyes on Alanna. “You’ve known me on and off for most
of my life, Alanna. I’m my mother and father’s daughter. There is
nothing I won’t do for this colony and right now, we need the Xiniti,
whether they’re biologically Xiniti or human. Iolan thinks there’s a
mole. I think he’s right. I’m almost certain Geman and Dalat are
controlled without their knowledge and I’ve seen hints ever since I’ve
been here that someone knows that Mom is coming when she goes back.
You’ve heard the stories. They shouldn’t have known she was coming. They
shouldn’t have known her plans. You and I both know it.”

Alanna stood up straight, staring at Kals, face reddening. “Are you
accusing me?”

With the volume of Alanna’s reply, Kals stepped backward. “What? No.
I’ve never suspected you, but someone is.”

Geman sat in his chair, face blank of emotion, but his jaw muscles
tightened. Speaking slowly as if were difficult, he rasped out, “I’m
not… controlled. I’d remember… it.”

Everyone turned toward him—Jadzen, Maru, Alanna, the rest of them, and
we, of course, were already looking toward the stage.

As the colony’s leadership had turned though, they’d all gone several
shades paler. Geman stood up in his chair, saying, “I… I…”

Then he fell over onto the floor, beginning to choke on his tongue. Kals
jumped up on to the stage, her voice taking on a queer tone. “Stop
choking yourself! You misunderstood me. I said you weren’t controlled.”

He opened his mouth and started breathing in great gasps.

She watched him as he pulled himself up into a sitting position. “Do you
have any orders that will be activated if I ask you questions about what
you just did?”

He nodded.

In a quieter voice, she asked, “Will any of those orders have lethal
consequences for you or others?”

Taking another breath, he said, “Yes.”

Kals took a look back at her mother and turned back to Geman. “Why don’t
you go back to work? Or if you’re done for the day, go home. Don’t think
about this meeting.”

Geman stood up and walked out of the auditorium. No one spoke until we
heard him walk through an outside door.

Iolan spoke first. “I think we now have all the proof we need that
there’s a mole. Thank you Kals for your quick thinking. You saved a life
today.”

In her chair, Jadzen let out a sigh. “Iolan is right. Thank you Kals.
We’re going to have to discuss the best way to handle Geman now that we
know he’s controlled and that Dalat likely is as well.”

Walking to the door Geman had left through, Alanna opened it, looked
through, and closed it again. Addressing Kals, she said, “Why didn’t you
ask who did it?”

Kals gave a small bow in her direction. “I guessed that if whoever had
done it forced people to choke themselves on their own tongues if
someone suspected that they were controlled, the motivator would put
triggers on asking for their name and it wouldn’t stop there.”

Alanna nodded, “I think I’ve seen that. Back before I left, our group
had a mole. No one knew who, but after we made a few guesses, my second
in command’s wife shot him and then killed herself. We didn’t know if it
was a motivator or if she was just depressed. We didn’t have any
motivators in my group who could have stopped her, so we never found
out.”

Kals stepped off the stage to stand back with the rest of us. “We’ve
developed techniques to protect against other motivators messing with
our work, so you might not have ever found out even if you had one in
your group. My school taught us how to set triggers based on sound,
words, smells, pictures and more. You had to know what’s associated with
what in someone’s mind before you could change a command. There are
different systems for doing it.”

Alanna gave voice to almost the same thought I had. “It’s not the same,
but it almost sounds like breaking into a computer program.”

Shrugging, Kals said, “I wouldn’t know, but it’s a challenge to work out
how to unravel someone else’s commands.”

Iolan stood up from his chair. “My
motivator training was minimal compared to some here as was my
computer training, but I’ve done enough of both to know the we have
significant work ahead of us.”

Clearing his throat, he said, “Jadzen, we’ll need experienced motivators
to go through their heads—yourself or Maru, perhaps. I know we have a
number of others. Kals might assist. In any case, they’re all we need to
find the mole now.”

Alanna smiled. “Then the investigation’s over. There’s no need for it if
our motivators can get the mole’s identity out of their heads.”

Jadzen rose from her seat. “I don’t think that the investigation is
completely over, but I do think it should be put on pause until our
motivators have had a chance to examine Dalat and Geman. I’d prefer not
to deal with any more controversy than we have to. Maru assemble a list
of motivators that could be trusted with something like this and have it
to me by this afternoon.”

Maru give her a short bow and Jadzen said, “Good. My thanks to all of
you for your work. You’re dismissed.”

Jaclyn and I both looked at each other. I don’t know what she was
thinking, but her eyes had narrowed and she was frowning—which led me to
think that she was thinking that this all seemed a bit premature.
Neither of us had time to figure out a way to broach the subject though.

Cassie crossed her hands over her chest. “Are you sure about that? It
seems to me that if anything goes wrong with Dalat and Geman—like maybe
they kill themselves—you’ve got nothing.”

Jadzen looked Cassie up and down. “If it comes to that, we’ll put you
back on the case, but for now, we’ll leave it to our people.”

“Uh huh.” Cassie gave Jadzen a small bow as the council members left the
room, walking toward the exit via a different wing of the building.

I felt a stab of worry as they passed the doorway that led down to the
dog, but they didn’t stop. Soon they were gone and we all went back to
our suite. I sat down at the table along with Cassie and Kals. Marcus
and Tikki sat next to each other on the couch while Jaclyn and Katuk
each took one of the chairs across from the couch. Jaclyn found herself
sitting next to Crawls-Through-Desert who had positioned himself in
front of one of the windows, his leaves angled toward the sun. He still
appeared to be dormant though. He hadn’t moved or said anything.

Marcus looked around the room. “I don’t want to start any trouble, but
we’re not going to stop investigating, are we?”

Leaning into him, Tikki shook her head. “Of course not. You know what I
think? It’s got to be someone on the Council. I don’t know who, but
isn’t it funny how they did exactly what you’d want them to do if you
were the person behind it all? They told the people who were getting
somewhere to stop.”

Kals frowned. “I don’t know. We’ve got motivators who are capable of
doing that to Geman, but except for my mom, they’re not on Council.
Maru’s not that good. Iolan’s barely trained at all. Alanna’s all
techie. She’s got her hands in everything, but before that, she worked
on implants. The rest of them don’t have active powers.”

Cassie spoke the second Kals finished. “Is there anybody who might be
hiding motivator powers? Or hey, could Alanna have done that with an
implant tweak? I mean, those things go straight into everyone’s brains.”

I found myself nodding as she spoke. “I’ve been wondering about that.
They’re basically just computers and computers get hacked all the time.
With an implant, it seems like you could hack somebody’s brain.”

Katuk and Tikki both started talking at once, both of them starting
with, “No—“ I didn’t hear the rest. Even as I tried, I experienced a
massive data dump in my head. By the time it was over, I knew the
architecture of the standard implant as well as the protections
installed to prevent it from being used to take over a sentient being.
From what I understood, it would need a sustained effort by a government
or corporation to hack one. A single person on a backwater world
wouldn’t be able to.

When the rush of information ended, I became aware that everyone was
looking at me. “Didn’t any of you get all the technical details on
implants? I just got a crash course in the theory and practice of
implant design.”

Marcus shook his head, “No—not in much detail. I got a general sense of
how they work and that it would be hard to hack them.”

Glancing around the room, Jaclyn said, “I got some technical detail, but
not like you did. Maybe they put more technical info into yours or give
people more technical information if they can understand it.”

In his almost expressionless voice, Katuk added, “Both choices are
common practice.”

To my eye, he seemed to be in a better mood than the night before. It
might be that looking for him hard enough that we got in trouble had
touched him somehow. That or he regarded participating in this
conversation as part of his duty to the group.

In any case, it was better than last night.

Sitting straighter in her chair and speaking a little louder, Jaclyn
said, “Hey everybody, we’re going to have to reel it in and get focused.
I think we have to ask ourselves two questions, ‘Who are we going to
investigate,’ and, ‘Are we okay with what happens if the Council finds
out what we’re doing’?”

Kals shrugged. “They can’t do much. My mom won’t be happy with me. Maybe
she’ll move me to a less responsible position in the colony for while,
but if it saves the colony, I’m fine with it. She can’t do much of
anything to you guys. The only person who stands to be hurt is Tikki.
She’ll probably be handed over to Alanna to do menial tech jobs for a
few years, but it could be worse. Mom’s exiled a few people from the
colony. I don’t think she’d do it to Tikki, but it’s a death sentence. I
don’t think anyone’s survived more than a few months.”

Tikki had been leaning against Marcus, each of them with an arm around
the either. She smiled. “It doesn’t matter. If she comes down hard on
me, I’ll leave with Marcus and the rest of you. I’m grateful that the
colony took me in, but right now I feel like I want to see the universe.
I trained for years to work on starships because I feel like the stars
are calling me. I don’t want to be stuck here.”

Kals’ mouth twisted. “I want to go too, but I can’t go if we don’t fix
this first.”

As they’d spoken, I’d come to a decision. “I think we should focus on
Maru. He’s got Jadzen’s confidence and if he’s been working with Jadzen
for years, he’s had every opportunity to learn from her. The reason
we’re assuming he’s not as good is because he didn’t go to as good a
school. After years of using a skill, it doesn’t matter as much where
you went to school as what you learned in the next twenty years. I still
don’t have a motive for why he’d do it, but that’s what we need to find
out.”

“Easy,” Cassie said, “Bug him.”

I shook my head. “I was trying to avoid that. My tech is pretty low
compared to what I’ve seen in the files in my implant. The Xiniti could
detect my bots easily and while they’re ahead of the curve in terms of
technology out here, they’re not that far ahead. So, bugging Maru with
my stuff might accomplish nothing more than warning him that we’re
watching and giving him ammunition to argue we should leave or never
leave our ship.”

Tikki sat up, pulling away from Marcus. “I might be able to help. If you
show me your design, I’ll be able to tell you if it’s so bad that
there’s no chance it’ll work. I’m not an expert in spying technology, so
I don’t know what will work, but I can tell you if it’s laughably bad.”

Katuk added. “I have some background in our technology. I may be able to
assist as well.”

It was hard to gauge Katuk’s enthusiasm from his voice, but the help the
implant gave me in judging Xiniti body language didn’t hint that
anything was wrong.

I thought about it a little more but decided that we had very little to
lose. “Okay, then, I guess we spy on Maru. There’s something that’s
bugging me though. If Maru’s behind it all, he knows that we’re aware
that Dalat and Geman have been influenced, so he’s not going to use
them. If he guesses that we’ll be watching what he does, he might not do
anything but use the ansible as an admin—which means we couldn’t watch
him there since I’m thinking he’s got an implant. If he does then we
might not see him do anything at all.”

Jaclyn looked over at Katuk and then at me. “Go for it. The worst that
can happen if you don’t is that he’ll tell the Human Ascendancy where
the colony is and you won’t know it. The worst that can happen if you do
it is also that he’ll tell the Human Ascendancy, but this way we’ll have
a chance of knowing beforehand.”

I glanced over at her. She was right. I shouldn’t overthink this. “Okay.
I’ll tell you all how my spybots work. Tell me what you think.”

With that, Tikki and Katuk came forward to the table while Cassie,
Jaclyn, Marcus, and Kals stepped back to talk to each other while we
discussed how my bots worked. I got out a few of them, opening them up
on the table and explaining how they were constructed and exactly what
they did as well as my system for communications and major algorithms
that determined their behavior.

Katuk sat still and listened quietly, occasionally asking a question for
clarification. Tikki leaned over the table, sometimes interrupting to
tell me, “Oh, that’s very clever,” and a couple times to say, “Did you
consider…“

The crazy thing was that times that she complimented me were times that
I had been clever and times when she asked, “Did you consider?” I
hadn’t. They were good ideas. One was a tweak to my search algorithm
that I was pretty sure would improve the area by at least five percent.
The other idea was a change in the communication protocol that would
allow me to decrease the number of signals involved in any given
communication. As I said, it was a good idea. I didn’t have time to
implement it then, but when I did, the overall effect ought to be making
the protocol more secure because there simply wasn’t as much
communication to observe.

A life support engineer in the Human Ascendancy got some decent
training—that or Tikki was unusually gifted. Alternately, Tikki’s
technology was so far ahead that commonplace suggestions made a huge
difference.

By the time I finished Katuk did weigh in. “I used the techniques I was
taught to detect nearby listening devices. Your devices are unusual
enough that they might not register as bugs. If they knew to look for
them, however, they might be able to be found by standard debugging
techniques.”

Tikki nodded, “Their casing is a type of ceramic shell that isn’t
unusual. I think I have an idea for a coating that would lower its
chances of being detected. Even better, I think we can find the
materials locally. I’ve made an outline of the process. I’ll send it to
your implant!”

She all but bounced as she talked about it. On the couch, Marcus not
only beamed but did a series quick sketches as she talked. They managed
to capture the way she moved her arms, grinning, as we discussed the
process.

As we finished, I looked around the room. “Anyone want to help gather
materials?”

Before anyone could reply, the plant’s pot began to hum and
Crawls-Through-Desert spoke, “As a special agent for the Alliance’s
Consolidated Defense Force, I think we need to talk before you blow this
open.”

Hand moving an inch closer to the gun on her hip, Cassie said, “You’re a
secret agent now? How do we know that?”

My implant created a translucent square above Crawls-Through-Desert. In
appeared the words, “Sending ID. Accept and verify?”

I thought back, Yes.

More words appeared on the screen, “ID verified as special agent for
Alliance Consolidated Defense Force. Species: Emperor’s Walking Blade
(sapient subtype). Cooperation with Alliance agents is recommended where
appropriate for the mission.”

We all looked at each other. From Cassie’s narrowed eyes and Jaclyn’s
nod, it was obvious we’d all gotten it.

Katuk inlined his head toward the plant. “Our orders encourage us to
render Alliance agents assistance when appropriate for the mission.”

Crawls-Through-Desert’s branches bent toward Katuk and then
straightened. “Good. I’m glad you’re willing to assist. I think you’ll
find that we have the same mission. I was ordered to step in at K’Tepolu
when it became clear that the assigned agent would not be able to reach
the system before the colonists left. I had a verifiable cover identity
and was on site and was therefore reassigned. My mission is to keep the
colonists safe and to discover if there is any kind of mole in the
colony.”

I looked at the plant, trying to figure out if there was any spot that
could double as a face. My implant assured me that there wasn’t. The
plant sensed sound vibrations all across its body and limited light
sensing by means of its leaves. Asking, “Do you think Maru’s the mole?”

The plant’s leaves rustled. “Eh. Don’t know. He’s in the running. Like
you, I realized he was in the best position to be a mole of anybody, but
I’m still not sure I believe it. Sure, he’s a motivator who’s the chief
assistant to one of the leaders of the resistance. He’d have an excuse
to meet with anybody and mess with their heads. On the other hand, I
haven’t seen any sign that he hates his boss or the colony. He seems
loyal to me, kids. So if you’re going to accuse him, run your evidence
by me when you’ve got it.”

I thought about that. “Who do you think the mole is?”

A pause. Then Crawls-Through-Desert’s leaves rustled again. “Can’t say,
but I have a suspect or two. I’ll tell you when I’ve got something. I
don’t want it getting out.”

His pot began to float. “That reminds me. I’ve got a couple things to
check on. I’ll be back later tonight. You can call me with my ID code.
You’ve all got it now.”

I looked the plant up and down. Between his green leaves, branches, and
pot, I wondered where his implant was. Overall, I felt like the pot was
the best bet, but drilling a hole in the trunk or attaching a fake
branch might also work. “We’ll keep you informed,” I told him as he
floated toward the door.

It pulled the door open with a frond and floated down the street. I
reflected that my threshold for normal was expanding during this trip.
Floating plants with guns in their pots? Basically,
Crawls-Through-Desert was James Bond as a fern. Well, why not? I
supposed that plants needed heroes too.

Kals stood next to me and watched him go. “They’re immune to motivators.
Their brains, their sense of hearing, their physiology… None of it maps
to ours. They’re not the only aliens like that, but you can see why the
Alliance sent it. On the other hand, they stand out a lot.”

Behind me, Marcus talked to Tikki. “No wonder it stepped in to protect
you from the hrrrnna and waroo when we met. It all makes sense. It
seemed a little weird for this sketchy plant to play hero without some
kind of angle where he tried to blackmail you or something.”

Tikki said, “I never thought that was so strange. Even criminals aren’t
all bad. When you’re in the resistance, you have plenty of opportunities
to see monsters show kindness. And sometimes, you also see good people
act in monstrous ways, but I’ve seen more good than bad. We live in a
universe full of wonders.”

Crawls-Through-Desert disappeared and Jaclyn turned to Tikki. “If you
can create a coating that hides his bots from super-advanced spy
technology just from natural materials, I’ll believe this universe is
full of wonders.”

Tikki shook her head, smiling. “It’s not all from here. We’ve got a
coating to use as a base. We’re just going to collect a couple things
and add them to the coating.”

That’s what we did for the next couple of hours. Tikki showed us some
silvery leaves, and we gathered them. I can only guess what the other
colonists thought. Marcus suggested that we tell them that it was for an
art project, but no one did ask. We boiled them and mashed them and
worked out a process that would mix them with the coating.

By the time we were finished, the room stank and my bots had a dull
silver coat that the eye slid off. Even before supper came, I’d loosed
the bots to find Maru.

I sent them to his house, Jadzen Akri’s and all over the council
building while I was at it. I shared the process with everybody via
implant.

As I maneuvered the bots through Jadzen’s house, bugging the common
spaces as well as her office, I asked Kals, “Are you okay with it? We
are bugging your house.”

Kals sat at the table, eyes glazed over like everyone else’s. “It’s my
mom’s house and you have to. Maru’s over there all the time. Even if I
didn’t want my mom’s privacy invaded, there are so many meetings there.
It’s practically the unofficial council building.”

Once every bot was in position, I left the monitoring to Hal. The AI
could assign a process to monitor all the feeds for interesting events
and notify us if something important was going on.

Over the next few days, we pretended we weren’t doing anything. Jaclyn
paid attention to the dog. Everyone helped—even Katuk who seemed to find
the whole idea of domesticating animals strange.

We were in the storage room feeding the animal.

Katuk watched as the dog devoured the contents of its bowl. “I know that
other species do it. Humans, in particular, have a great number of
domestic animals. The Xiniti do not domesticate animals. We set aside
hunting preserves and while we have bred animals, it was to increase the
challenge in hunting them—not for friendliness.”

The dog stopped eating long enough to tilt its head and look at the
Xiniti while he talked but then got back to eating, licking the bowl
once the meat was gone.

Kals and Tikki worked at their respective jobs. Alanna had made good on
her promise make Tikki busier even if she couldn’t do the same to Kals
who stopped by mid-afternoon as Katuk and I made it back to the suite,
finding Marcus and Jaclyn gone and Kals talking with Cassie.

Kals took a sip from a mug. “Alanna’s a bitch. Did you know that she
dated Iolan? Whatever happened with that, she hates him now. I think the
last time I saw her agree with him was the meeting where they told you
to stop looking for the mole. Otherwise, she argues with any position he
holds, whether he’s right or wrong.”

Cassie laughed. “I heard about that. It’s so ridiculous. I’m here on
another planet and what do I hear about? Stupid high school stuff. Two
council members had an affair and now she hates him. I could have stayed
home for that.”

Kals shrugged. “People don’t stop being people.”

She wasn’t wrong.

A little after midnight on the second day, Hal notified me that he’d
collected information that we’d find interesting during the day. I was
lying in my bed by then. Marcus and Katuk lay in their beds, Marcus
snoring quietly in the dark. Katuk was, as ever, silent. He may have
been awake.

Ok, I thought at Hal. I’ve got nothing better to do right now. Show
me what you’ve got.

I found myself in Jadzen’s office, a room with potted plants, a
comfortable desk, small sculptures, books, a picture of a boat crossing
a stormy lake, and not a single piece of stray paper. Jadzen sat behind
the desk. Maru stood in front of it.

He shook his head. “I’m picking away at Geman and Dalat. I believe that
I’ll be able to get around their conditioning by tomorrow.”

Jadzen eyed him and frowned. “You’ve been trained by the Dominators.
Isn’t there a way to do it more quickly?”

He sat down. “No. Whoever modified them was at least as well trained as
I am.”

Nodding as he talked, Jadzen asked, “Does that mean there are Dominators
here?”

Maru swallowed, but then said, “I don’t know. My implant should be up to
date on anybody who could be assigned to us—unless they realized that
you turned me. Then they’re almost certainly feeding me bad
information.”

She let out a breath, looking down at the desk as she did it, and
seeming smaller. “In your message, you mentioned a disquieting
discovery. Learning that there might be Dominators here is all of that,
but is that what you were referring to?”

Maru sat down in a chair. “No. This is either worse or of no consequence
at all. It’s impossible to know. You’ll remember that we stole an
Abominator designed array—“

She interrupted, “Yes?”

“The Abominators got paranoid about the Artificer civilization near the
end, avoiding archeological digs, sometimes destroying their artifacts
from a distance—“

Jadzen gave a curt nod.

“Well,” Maru said, “Geman and Dalat have begun getting readings from a
sensor that claims to detect ‘reality manipulation’. It’s supposed to
detect remnants of the Artificer civilization. They’ve been getting
flickers from it since we landed. Something might have come in with us
or maybe with the Xiniti. Or maybe there’s nothing. They’re barely
readings, but the problem with ignoring them is that the sensor has been
reporting nothing since we bought it and only now started to report
something.”

Jadzen frowned. “If one of the new colonists has something the
Artificers made, we’re doomed—unless it’s the Xiniti somehow. They had
ways of neutralizing Artificer technology when they fought the
Abominators. The rumor I heard is that some Xiniti could connect to the
artifacts like Abominators did.”

Maru nodded. “I heard that rumor.”

She took a breath. On the desk, her right hand clenched into a fist.
“We’re going to have to trust that the Xiniti do know how to control
Artificer equipment because the other rumor I heard is that they collect
it.”

Unmoving except for his mouth, Maru said, “I heard that too. The leader
of my cell claimed he’d seen them do it.”

Jadzen shook her head. “Then we’ll have to hope that they’re resistant
to the corruption of the artifacts. When you feel confident that you can
trust Geman and Dalat again, make sure they know to watch the sensors
for more and report it.”

Maru bowed and the scene ended.

Even as I considered asking Hal if there were more, another scene
appeared. This one showed him in what I now knew was his house, a white,
egg-shaped building like any other in the colony. His particular house
could only be described as “unfinished.” It had furniture , but no
pictures on the walls or rugs—only eggshell white floor. From what I
could see from the bots’ cameras, only his bedroom had any kind of
decoration—a series of small sculptures. I wasn’t sure exactly what they
were, but they were human shaped. If anything they reminded me of
prehistoric “Earth mother” statues I’d seen in archaeology magazines.

It made me wonder if they came from a culture where those statues still
had a meaning. It was too bad I wasn’t going to be in any position to
ask about them. My Grandpa Klein (Dad’s father) taught archaeology and
would probably love to know what they were all about.

The picture in my head didn’t take place in the bedroom though (and in
retrospect, I was thankful for that). It took place in the living room
during the early evening—hours ago.

Dalat and Geman sat on the couch, both of them sitting straight up,
their eyes on Maru. Geman’s bulky, muscular body and bald head
contrasted with Dalat’s smaller frame and thin, scruffy beard.

Maru stood in front of them. “Well, you made a mess of this. I suppose I
should have told you specifically that you should be prepared for people
whose senses were better than human, but I did tell you to take all
appropriate precautions. That should have included using your implants
for any conversations that relate to my orders. Is that clear?”

Dalat and Geman said a simultaneous, “Yes.”

Maru shook his head. “In the future, you will do exactly that.
Unfortunately, in the future, you’re not going to be nearly as useful as
you have been in the immediate past. You will remember all the orders I
gave you. You will not remember that I gave them. As far as you’re
concerned, the memory of who has been controlling you is hidden. It’s
behind the wall and nothing can get through the wall without my
approval. My voice, my appearance and habits, and the specific words I
used to give you the order? They’re all behind the wall too. You will
still respond to any order I give, but anytime I attempt to affect your
old orders in public act as if it were someone else who created them.”

Dalat and Geman said yes again.

“Now,” Maru said, “I’m going to have to go more in detail about specific
events and memories, but what I just told you applies to everything
else.”

With that he began to go into detail regarding different times where
he’d given them orders, many of them so outside my experience that they
made no sense—for example, “During the Fruit Festival, you don’t
remember anything specific about the apples.”

I did tell my implant to record both scenes. I felt sure something in
them would make sense eventually.

I was right about that. Midway through the long list, I heard him say,
“You don’t remember any specific time when you gave me access to the
ansible or the name of the account I use to access it as an
administrator. You don’t remember anything I said about the account or
any other account.”

And there it was. I stopped myself from sitting up in bed. Maru had been
the unknown admin. But what had he meant by “any other account?” Had he
created another hidden admin account? More to the point, what were we
going to do now that I had this? It seemed like more than enough to
prove that Maru wasn’t a double agent, but instead a triple agent. Well,
unless this was somehow approved by Jadzen, but that didn’t make any
sense. Mind controlling Dalat and Geman would only work as an approved
activity if there were some agent that they didn’t know about on the
ground. If Maru had created another hidden admin account, it made more
sense that he was working with someone that he did know.

I debated whether I should wake everyone up to break into Maru’s house
and capture him. We might get something even better if we watched him
longer. On the other hand, we might watch him take over the colony’s
council if we left him too long.

I decided that this had to be a group decision and that I needed to
start waking everyone up when Hal sent me another message.

[Two ships have exited jump space.]

Outside the council building, alarms went off. At the very same time, a
message that the implant informed me was a “local emergency
notification” appeared in my head.

A flat, artificial voice sounded. “A Human Ascendancy warship and heavy
fighter have exited jump space. Assemble your evacuation kit and be
ready to leave.”

Marcus and Katuk sat up in their beds, Katuk going further and making it
to the floor in the same motion. Marcus turned toward the light taps as
Katuk’s feet touched the floor.

Meanwhile, my implant supplied video from the ansible. Two ships shot
out of a glowing flash in space—probably at the same Lagrange point we’d
come out of. One of the ships was a long gray cylinder and the other a
much smaller wedge that had been painted black but with red stripes and
accented lines that reminded me of a sports car.

The cylinder had a round hole in the middle of its front end that I
recognized as its main gun. Since that wasn’t enough, it had four,
evenly placed lines of turrets running down its sides. Without getting
closer, I didn’t see any way to find out exactly what each turret fired,
but they had a lot of turrets so I didn’t feel like I was in any hurry
to check.

I did wonder how they’d handle the mines though.

From outside our room I heard Cassie and Jaclyn talking to Kals and
Tikki, both of whom had slept over the night before. At the same time,
Hal’s “voice” overlaid the real world noises.

[I’ve done several simulations. The heavy fighter and a wing of
fighters from the warship will land within an hour. Even assuming the
colony gets their two fighters as well as myself into space, they’ll
only slow the ships’ down by about ten minutes.]

Okay, I thought back, what would be a good plan since a direct attack
on a warship is a bad idea?

[If I fly away from the colony with the shields on, they’ll be
unable to detect me and since it’s night, they won’t be able to visually
identify me. I’ll contact you after I’ve found a place to hide. I need
your permission for my programming to allow me to do so.]

Do it, I told him. They’d probably destroy the ship on the ground
otherwise.

It didn’t take long before I heard the roar of its engines as it flew
away. With that taken care of, I checked the ansible’s view of the Human
Ascendancy ships. They had no trouble with the mines at all. In fact,
the mines opened a path for the ships to fly through and then closed
behind them. It was almost as if someone had handed the Human Ascendancy
all the relevant passwords.

Thanks, Maru.

That said, something bothered me about the idea that Maru had turned on
the colony. It wasn’t that it was impossible that he’d want to do it.
It’s just that he’d apparently been turned away from his loyalty to the
Human Ascendancy originally by Jadzen earlier. When people make that
kind of change, they didn’t casually change back. Of course, it could be
that he’d always been loyal and he’d never really changed to become part
of the Resistance.

That made sense too, but you’d think someone would notice. Sure, he was
a spy with the ability to mess with your head, but not everybody around
him was affected and it seems like one of those people (better known as
the Resistance’s leadership with whom he worked) would have noticed.

But what did I know? All I really knew was that I’d recorded him
ordering Geman and Dalat to forget that he’d been the one to mess with
their heads. It was pretty damning. If this idea had more going for it
than idle speculation, I’d have to find out how he’d come to betray the
colony unwillingly.

In the meantime though, we had to escape the Human Ascendancy first and
make sure that no one was in the position to betray whatever they were
doing next. That meant giving Jadzen the recording we’d made and hoping
the fact that we were spying on him wouldn’t make her reflexively
distrust us.

I got out of bed and touched the block of ceramic next to my bed. My
pajamas absorbed it, transforming from pajamas into jeans, a shirt and a
jacket.

Jaclyn knocked on the door. “Are you guys decent?”

Marcus looked at me and then over to Katuk who was now covered head to
toe in silver, Xiniti armor. “Yeah, we’re decent, and we’re also loaded
for bear. Well, except for me. I’m just in my costume.”

He’d put on his costume at some point between getting off the bed and
now.

“Good.” Jaclyn opened the door. “It looks like we’re getting out of
here. I got a message from Jadzen because apparently she’s decided that
the I’m in charge of the group. The colony has a bunker and we’re all
going there. Grab all your stuff. I’m grabbing the dog.”

She looked at us, waiting for us to say something. No one did.

“There’s one more thing you should know,” I told her and had my implant
send her everything I’d gotten from the bots.

She shook her head. “I’d been wondering if this could get worse.
Congratulations.”





Retreat


        Agent 957 of the Human Ascendancy’s Genetic Management Office,
Hideaway

Orbiting the only world in the system that showed signs of life, Agent
957 checked the sensors for humanity. Because the world had been seeded
with lifeforms with genes the Abominators had gathered from humanity’s
birthplace, this took longer than expected. The planet’s lifeforms were
numerous and in many cases, massive. Agent 957 filtered for signs of
technology. Ignoring the Abominator ruins (remnants of the planet’s
terraforming), the agent found what he was looking for on the dark side
of the planet.

The sensors showed three settlements, all within walking distance of
each other. The computer estimated six thousand people between them. It
was hard to say precisely.

Agent 957 checked the sensors for any signs of resistance, finding only
two aged fighters in the field that passed for the colony’s starport.
Neither of them took to the sky, meaning either that the colonists were
unaware that their ships had arrived, or that they’d decided not to
waste their lives in a pointless act of resistance.

He’d have seen that as a good sign except that he’d seen the Xiniti ship
at K’Tepolu, but saw no evidence of it now. That was disquieting. He’d
never heard of the Xiniti running away from a fight without a plan and
Xiniti plans had brought down the Abominators. He passed on his
information about the Xiniti ship over to the Annihilation, the warship
accompanying him. They could use the help. Even if only one of the crew
was Xiniti by birth, all he’d ever heard of the Xiniti suggested that
those they adopted were just as deadly as the original.

He reached out to his implant and had it contact the mole. She might
know the status of the Xiniti, adopted Xiniti, and the missing starship.

The implant had overlaid a light gray square over the spot on the planet
where the villages were. Agent 957 stared at it, willing the mole to
respond. She didn’t.

The implant reported no response.

Agent 957 knew that she might be occupied. If the colony were aware of
the Ascendancy forces, they’d evacuate or fight. Either way, the mole
might not have time to converse. On the other hand, the mole had been
growing less cooperative lately.

He would have to consider appropriate punishments. It would have to be
subtle. On the one hand, she’d given them the colony. On the other, this
sort of half-hearted assistance could not be encouraged. He’d have to
get creative. It sounded fun. It more than made up for the fact that he
wouldn’t be able to do the same to Maru. The onetime Dominator would
have to be given back to the other Dominators. He didn’t know what
they’d do with him, but it would be interesting—probably.

It was possible to argue that he’d fulfilled his original mission, but
with a significant detour.

Agent 957 shook his head and watched as the planet grew closer. He
contacted the warship. “Annihilation, are the marines ready?”

“Ready,” the warship’s communications officer responded. “The dropships
and fighter wing escort are fueled and ready for launch. Unless you have
a reason they should launch earlier, we’re going to wait until we get
closer.”

“We control the mines now. I don’t anticipate any need for an early
launch.” Agent 957 wondered what Commander Hesses was doing—probably
sitting on the bridge, jaw set, and trying to look important. Word had
come down from both of their chains of command about who was leading
this mission—Agent 957—and the commander had not taken it well. He
didn’t think they’d talked directly since.

He shook his head. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they
destroyed the colony and with it the resistance’s hidden leadership
before the Alliance or the Xiniti sent more ships.

Checking his implant, he learned that he had thirty minutes before they
entered the planet’s atmosphere. He walked back to his stateroom and
pulled on the last layers of his armor, even grabbing his helmet in case
something damaged the spaceship’s hull on the way down.

By the time he returned to the bridge, the spaceship had nearly reached
the planet’s atmosphere. He strapped himself in, giving the Annihilation
the word, and waiting as it released its dropships and fighters. Then he
led them downward, aiming for the colony.

As they neared the “starport’s” landing field, he fired on the two
fighters and the old colonization ship near them. It removed the chance
that someone would get away and sent the colony a message at the same
time. As they got closer, he checked the ship’s sensors for life signs.

There weren’t any. All three towns were empty of human life. Where had
they gone?

I don’t think that the colonists had ever seen a puppy before—not a
“tiger terrier” puppy anyway. Maybe the adults didn’t bring them along
and maybe it didn’t occur to them that the twenty or thirty-pound dog
following us could possibly be related to the twelve-foot tall predators
that lurked outside their fence.

The upshot of all this is that when the floating platforms came to take
us all away, the dog was no problem. Even shoved into the corner of a
platform with us and our luggage, it was friendly to the two families
riding with us.

One of the kids, a blond-haired five-year-old boy asked, “What’s his
name?” as the dog sniffed his hand.

Jaclyn ran her hand through the curly fur on the puppy’s back. “I’ve
been calling him ‘Tiger’ after an animal on my world that also has
stripes.”

I hadn’t noticed it before, but there were subtle stripes in its
grayish-brown fur. They were only slightly darker than the fur around
them and the curly fur made them jagged. They might look more tiger-like
if he was shaved.

The platform floated through the air in the dark. Only my glasses
allowed me to see where we were going. We were going up the hill that
the colony had been built on, but not in the direction that I’d gone
while walking with Kals. We went parallel to the shore of the ocean
instead of away from it. After a few minutes of riding, we reached a
hole in the rocky cliff that we were riding on.

“Hey Kals, what’s that?” Leaning her back on a pile of luggage, Cassie
twisted her hand to point at the hole with her thumb.

Kals leaned against her own luggage. “That’s where we’re going to hide.”

We knew she had to be right because all the floating platforms ahead of
us were disappearing into the hole.

“No shit.” Cassie straightened her back. “Where’d it come from? Did you
people dig it?”

Kals shook her head. “It was here before we were. These tunnels are all
over the coast. We think an animal dug them, but we haven’t seen one.”

I turned back to look at her. “Wait, how long have you known about these
tunnels? Are you sure they’re unoccupied?”

Kals stared at me. “We’re not stupid. We’ve known about them since the
beginning of the colony. They’re up and down the coast for hundreds of
miles, maybe thousands. We think it predates the Abominators
terraforming the world. A lot of creatures use the tunnels now, but we
haven’t seen anything that can dig them.”

Our platform followed the other platforms inside and deeper into the
rock. The walls were ribbed, narrowing a little and then widening a
little, staying roughly the same width. It was as if whatever had
created them had bunched up and then expanded, bunching up and then
expanding again and repeating it as many times as necessary.

I wasn’t sure what could make tunnels like that. The only thing that
came to mind was the sandworms from the book Dune, but even those had
trouble with solid rock from what I remembered.

Kals reached out to pet Tiger and scratch under his chin. The dog
growled at her when she stopped. “We’ve used force fields to set apart a
space where we can live. It’s not bad as giant caves go.”

“You know what this place needs?” Marcus told Tikki.

Sitting next to him, Tikki turned to meet his eyes. “What?”

“A railway and mining carts.” He stopped.

Katuk turned to look at Marcus. “Why would that be an improvement over
these floating platforms?”

I leaned toward Katuk. “It wouldn’t be an improvement. He’s saying that
because many pieces of popular entertainment included mining carts and a
railway. He’s wondering what it would be like
to try it in real life as opposed to watching it.”

Katuk’s big, black eyes pointed both at Marcus and me. “That seems like
an inefficient mode of transportation.”

Marcus nodded. “Yeah, but that’s not why I’d want to try it.”

We were saved from finding out how Katuk would respond to that by the
platform floating into a new room. This one appeared to have been carved
out of the rock just like the tunnels, but unlike the tunnels, it was
shaped like a circle. It was big, big enough that I felt comfortable
with the idea of thousands of people living inside it.

And it was good that I felt that way because thousands of people were
there whether I wanted that to be true or not. The egg-shaped buildings
I’d seen on the surface had been used here as well, some of them fatter,
some thinner, all of them in clusters and all of them reaching from the
floor to the top of the room’s ceiling. Artificial lights lit the
streets and the windows.

The glow of force fields blocked the cave’s exits.

I turned to Kals. “I never imagined you’d have something this big and…
developed.”

She shrugged. “We’ve been expecting to have to hide for years.”

I looked around the room again, taking in the people unpacking, the
streetlights and well-lit buildings going all the way to the ceiling of
the cave.

It felt like a neighborhood in a big city more than it did a refugee
camp, but it was still a refugee camp. All the people pulling their most
valuable and portable possessions off the mobile platforms made that all
too clear.

My implant sent me a notification and it wasn’t just to me. Kals sent it
to everybody. “As soon as we’ve dropped off our luggage, we tell my mom
about Maru.”

Jaclyn sent back, “That’s the plan.”

Crawls-Through-Desert had ridden on the platform along with the rest of
our stuff. It’d been a bit of work to keep the dog from peeing on him
during the trip. Apparently, he’d been included in the messages too
because he asked, “You were working on making your motivator-mutes work
better. How’s that going?”

“Mostly okay,” I told everyone. “It works better against Kals’ commands,
but I’d have to test it with more people to know if I’m muting
everything from everybody.”

The plant’s fronds rustled. “So I still have to watch you. Kids, do
yourselves a favor. If you feel any hint of wanting to listen to him,
run. I can handle him alone, but I can’t handle all of you at once.”

Marcus cocked his head to the side. “Maybe we should just let you do
it.”

The plant rustled again. “Jadzen Akri would never listen to me. She’d
listen to Xiniti. I’ll follow along.”

Soon after that, the platform slowed, stopping in front of one of the
larger egg-shaped buildings. Kals looked it up and down. “Lucky you. It
looks like you’re all staying with me and Mom.”

Cassie looked up at the egg-shaped bulge extending out of the room’s
wall. “Do you think he’s in there?”

Kals touched what looked like a chest or maybe a locker on its side and
the object floated upward and then floated next to Kals. She looked up
at the building. “He almost has to be.”

Cassie nodded. “Then let’s go in there.”

“Before we do,” I tapped through a menu on my palm, “here’s the latest
motivator-mute software,” and I released an update.

Jaclyn grabbed her suitcase. “I hope that doesn’t cause our costumes to
seize up.”

“There’s a very low chance of that,” I said.

She gave me a look. “I was joking.”

“There is a small chance of it though, but it’s less than one percent, I
think.” I grabbed my own suitcase off the platform.

We walked up the wide steps to the building’s front door, Jaclyn,
Cassie, and Kals ahead of me, Katuk to my left, Marcus and Tikki behind
me and Crawls-Through-Desert at the rear.

As we walked, I overheard Marcus tell Tikki, “If you don’t have a
motivator-mute, you should stay out of range. I don’t want him to—“

With the 360 degree vision that my suit gave me, I saw Tikki lean in to
kiss his cheek. “You’re so cute, but don’t worry about it. I’m prepared
for him.”

Marcus stepped forward, “Are you sure? Because I don’t want to end up
fighting you.”

“Trust me,” she said. “It’s not well known, but people from my gene line
don’t become easily ensnared by a motivator’s voice.”

If Marcus argued with her after that, I didn’t hear it, and anyway, we
were too busy getting settled. All the buildings and rooms had their own
number and knowing that, it wasn’t hard to find my room or anyone
else’s. We were all in the same hallway—in alphabetical order given the
alphabet they were using.

They weren’t large rooms, but they were enough for one person and a bed.
I barely put my suitcase down when I got the notification from Kals
that, “Maru and my mom are on the second floor. You’ll find me there.”

No one talked as we walked up the stairs. The only sounds aside from our
feet were the whimpering of the dog. Jaclyn had locked him in her room.

We walked up into a larger room. From the tables, I guessed it could be
used as a dining room, but also a ballroom, council room or even a
throne room had there been a throne. Maru and Jadzen sat across from
each other at a table. Kals walked with us. She’d been waiting at the
top of the stairs.

Whatever they were talking about, they either stopped or switched to
implant assisted conversation as we walked upstairs.

Jadzen watched us come closer, showing no emotion. Maru’s eyes darted
from one of us to another. As we stopped in front of the table, Jadzen
rose, sizing us all up with a look.

“Kals,” she asked, “What’s going on here?”

“I’ll have to show you,” Kals said, but she sent a message through her
bracelet to my implant. “I need the footage of Maru talking to Geman and
Dalat.”

I sent it to her.

You know how you sometimes know something is wrong, but don’t know why
you know? Some people believe it’s magic, and others something psychic.
I believe that for most people, most of the time, it’s the brain
recognizing a pattern that it can’t put a name to.

It that moment, it wasn’t one of us who had a bad feeling but Maru—or so
I assume. Because even as Jadzen blinked and began to look thoughtful,
Maru drew a gun. Technically, it wasn’t a gun in the sense we usually
mean it—a tube through which a missile is propelled forward by an
explosive. It was a shiny oval that stuck to the back of his hand and
fired a laser beam.

My implant informed me that the Human Ascendancy’s agents often used
laser pistols with that form factor.

He raised his right hand slowly, giving the rest of us time to sense
that something indefinable was wrong. Who exactly he intended to shoot
wasn’t obvious, but Jaclyn and Katuk both moved forward in separate
blurs of silver, Katuk wearing Xiniti armor and Jaclyn the faux Xiniti
armor skin on her new League costume.

When it fired, the laser hit both of them, but it stopped instants
later. I didn’t how it happened but by the time he stopped firing Maru
lay on the room’s floor with Katuk pointing his arm (and the weapon that
formed out of it) at him. Jaclyn had Maru’s weapon in her hand, but then
she crushed it.

He spoke, and as he did it, I could tell that he was using his voice’s
powers on us. I recognized the sound. At the same time, all of our
costumes’ protections activated, playing notes near enough to the
important notes and overtones to disrupt them (except now I was more
aware of how many there were).

Even more interesting, our suits weren’t the only ones doing it. Kals
and her mother were also making noise. To judge from the noise, it
seemed like they were blocking his voice with their own.

I should have guessed that they could do it. I’d never thought about
adding tones that Maru couldn’t counter at the same time that he was
countering others.

It struck me that Julie, former member of Justice Fist, was in
elementary school by comparison to their college or graduate level
skills.

Before I fully thought through what that meant, Maru stopped trying to
use his voice, standing still, smiling, his entire body relaxed as if
this were a good day.

He looked at Jadzen, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to betray you, but if I
did anything else, I’d die, and I can’t tell you how or who did it
because I’ll still die. I’ll understand if you force me to tell you. I
know what this colony means to you. I’ve been hoping that you’d catch on
or that they’d catch on.”

He nodded toward us. Then he said, “I couldn’t say anything directly,
but I tried to make it obvious. I didn’t make it obvious enough because
as much as I love the cause, I still hoped to live.”

Over the team’s implants, Jaclyn asked, “Do we have any reason to
believe him?”

“No idea,” I said. “He did seem suspicious, but that also works if he’s
actually the bad guy.”

Cassie broke into the conversation with, “He’s telling the truth.
There’s a bomb in his head. The gun recognized it. It’s a copy of an
Abominator device used to keep people silent—either by killing the
victim or people around them.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow. “A copy of Abominator tech? Is there any
chance you could turn it off?”

Cassie shook her head. “It’s a copy. They didn’t copy everything—just
the design. Otherwise I would have noticed it the first time we met the
guy.”

The gun’s voice echoed in my brain. “A POOR IMITATION—BARELY WORTHY OF
THE MASTERS’ SACRED MEMORY! IT MUST—”

“Sorry… I get sick of his rants so I cut him off.” Cassie said, but she
sounded more amused than apologetic.

Marcus’ voice came over the connection. “This reminds me of the The
Dark Knight. You remember the bomb in the guy’s stomach?”

I barely noticed. I had a feeling that I was on the edge of something.

I started checking Xiniti records about the bomb, learning that the same
technology was used for implants, that the Abominators developed
implants along with the internal bombs. That led me to the question of
who would have the knowledge to plant a bomb in someone’s head. The
answer was obvious—someone who knew about implants—the former specialty
of Alanna, the colony’s lead tech. I’d discounted her as the mole
because even though she’d been around from early on, and was one of the
people who used the ansible when we thought the hidden admin account was
being used, she wasn’t a motivator.

Except you didn’t need to be a motivator if you could put an explosive
implant inside a motivator’s brain and set it to blow at the trigger of
your choosing.

I didn’t know exactly why she’d betrayed them, but maybe it had
something to do with her breakup with Iolan? All I knew for sure was
that if we mentioned her name and it was her, Maru’s head would explode
and more likely than not, it would warn her first.

I sent everyone (except for Jadzen and Maru) what I’d just guessed,
including my reasoning and my warning.

It all made sense. We could figure out why when we found her.

The conversation in our heads had taken place in seconds, but not
quickly enough that someone who’d grown up with implants wouldn’t
notice.

Jadzen sent all of us a message through her implant or computer
bracelet—I didn’t know which and it didn’t matter. “What are you
discussing?”

Kals sent a private message to me. “Is there anything you sent us that I
shouldn’t tell her?”

I replied, “I don’t think so.”

So she gave her all of it or so I assume. All I know is that Jadzen
dropped her head, closing her eyes for a few
seconds and letting out a breath. She looked tired, as if a massive
weight had fallen on her shoulders.

I could imagine how she might feel that way. Over the course of a couple
days at least four people she’d known and trusted for years had turned
out to be working for the Human Ascendancy, willingly or not.

Crawls-Through-Desert interrupted all our thoughts with a question. “Do
you know where Alanna is? The boy’s reasoning is sound even if we don’t
have proof.”

Jadzen’s eyes closed as she consulted a computer. “She’s near the front
of the cave. The big building to the right of the entrance holds the
power equipment.”

The plant’s branches shook. “We should capture her and bring her here
immediately. She has half a dozen ways of getting the Human Ascendancy’s
attention. The fastest of you should get her before she betrays the
colony.”

All the talking went on in our heads. In the room, Jaclyn and I caught
each other’s eye and she opened a private implant connection.

“Ordinarily, I’d be asking why we’re listening to the plant, but he’s
making sense. We should go immediately. I’m going to ask Katuk too.”

Instants later, I heard Katuk’s voice on our link. “I’m in full
agreement. We should go immediately.”

Jaclyn passed it on to the full group as the three of us ran down the
stairs and out the front door of the bulding.

I activated the rockets because I’d never be able to keep up without
them. Jaclyn and Katuk ran down the side of the street, avoiding and
sometimes jumping over floating platforms and the people walking off to
the side of them. I kept up even though I couldn’t fly as quickly as
Jaclyn could run, mostly because I could fly straight the entire time.
My biggest worry was that I might forget I was underground, try for some
altitude and hit the ceiling.

I didn’t. I have that much sense.

We reached the entrance in less than thirty seconds. I flipped and used
the rockets to slow myself down, finally hovering and lowering myself to
the steps in front of the front door. My boots touched the steps as
Jaclyn and Katuk came to a stop in front of the stairs.

Jaclyn opened a private channel for the three of us. “Unless the two fo
you have a better idea, I’m saying we do a snatch and grab—get her
straight out of the building before she knows it and can trigger
something.”

We stepped inside. Cylinders as tall as I was went all the way around
the room. I didn’t recognize them on my own, but the implant did. They
collected ambient energy. There wouldn’t be much of it down here, but
they’d been collecting for years and probably had power for as long as
we were likely to be down here.

Alanna stood in the middle of the room, talking to a group of about ten
people, all of them wearing tool belts. She stopped to look at us as we
entered and her eyes widened. Fairly or not, I felt certain she guessed
why we were there.

Jaclyn and Katuk didn’t wait to ask if she’d be willing to go quietly.
They both ran, turning into silver blurs. Unable to match their speed, I
said, “Everyone freeze.”

I barely got the two words out before Jaclyn and Katuk slowed down
enough to grab her, elbowing her people out of the way to do it.

Jaclyn carried her out with Katuk clearing the path in front of her. I
didn’t wait around to answer questions in the room, activating the
rockets the moment I passed through the doorway outside.

They had her back at Jadzen’s building within seconds. I was with them
as they brought her through the front door. Traveling so quickly through
the streets hadn’t agreed with her. She had a coughing fit that started
as Jaclyn carried her inside and didn’t stop for half a minute.

When we brought her inside, Cassie met us at the door. “Over here,” she
said, pointing down the hall. When we followed her, we found ourselves
in the first floor’s common area.

Jadzen stood there waiting for her along with Crawls-Through-Deserts in
his floating pot.

“Tell us, Alanna,” Jadzen said, her voice rich with complex tones, “why
did you betray us to the Ascendancy?”

Alanna’s eyes locked on Jadzen, looking up at her from the chair we’d
placed Alanna in. “I didn’t… I didn’t fully. I didn’t tell them where we
were. I showed them a picture of the sky, but I never expected that
they’d be able to find us. I’ve been refusing to speak to him ever
since. I never expected it to go this far.”

Jadzen pulled out a chair and looked deeply into Alanna’s eyes. “Let’s
start from the beginning. How did you begin to serve the Human
Ascendancy?”

Alanna lowered her eyes. “I only ever became part of the resistance
because I was with Iolan. When it became too dangerous to stay at home,
I escaped here with him and a couple years after we came here, we broke
up. I don’t know how that happened. Afterward, I became lonely and
started talking to friends through the ansible through my implant even
though I knew it risked being caught.”

She took a breath. “And they caught me. Everyone caught me. Maru noticed
me talking to my friends and so did the Human Ascendancy. The Ascendancy
recognized my implant ID and knew that I’d disappeared with a known
resistance member. They contacted me while I was online, told me my
name, told me how my relatives were doing and that they could kill them
all if they wanted to. If I wanted them to be left alone, I had to tell
them what you were doing. I didn’t need to tell them every detail or do
anything that would call attention to me—just to make sure they knew
whether you were on the planet or back home.”

She stopped, saying nothing, and went on. “I agreed, telling myself that
I wasn’t betraying you or anyone, that I was doing a very small thing
that was keeping my family and friends back home safe. I know that it
sounds stupid now, but then it didn’t seem like they asked for much. The
problem was that after a little while Maru noticed too—as I told you
earlier. He’d been watching the logs in the ansible or he’d had someone
pull the logs for him. I don’t know what kind of access he had back
then, but I knew that if he was able to find out who I was talking to,
you’d have to exile me or kill me.

“Except I’d done maintenance on his implant. I was doing work on
everybody’s implant back then, but I’d noticed the bomb in his brain. It
must have been there from back when he was a spy for the Ascendancy. He
wasn’t the only one either. Geman and Dalat had both been fighter pilots
so they had them too as do a few other people we’ve got here.

“I told Maru that he wasn’t going to tell anyone what was doing or I’d
blow up his brain and not only his but Geman and Dalat’s too. Then I
told him the I was going to need a hidden way to use the ansible and
that someone was going to provide it for me—him, Geman, Dalat, whoever…
It took a little doing, but in the end, I made it clear that I had
complete control of his implant and I’d programmed it to explode based
on triggers I’d set up…

“He did what I wanted and made sure that Geman and Dalat stayed silent
with his powers and he kept it up even when you were here. He tried to
get me to turn it off over the years, but I knew better. He was
completely loyal to you and would have told you everything as soon as he
could.”

She glanced over the group of us. “So that’s almost everything. I don’t
know much about the person I was giving the information to except that
he was an agent of the Genetic Management Office. He let that slip once,
that and his number. Does 957 mean anything to you?”

Jadzen shook her head, “No.”

Then she looked over at us as if we might have something to say. To be
fair, we had Xiniti implants with all the information that the Xiniti
nation felt we could be trusted with, but if they had in-depth knowledge
about individual agents of the Genetic Management Office, they hadn’t
trusted us with that. All I knew was that they were aware that the
Genetic Management Office’s agents were motivators, but more like Iolan
had described when he’d talked about Cassie. They had the voice like
Julie and were physically better than a normal human.

“I’ve got nothing,” Cassie looked around at the rest of us—Katuk,
Jaclyn, and me.

“Me neither,” I said, “except that in Babylon 5, sector 957 was where
all the really advanced aliens were, but I’m sure that’s not an
intentional reference.”

Jaclyn folded her arms over her chest. “You’re such a geek.”

Alanna turned her head back from looking at us back toward Jadzen. “I’m
sorry. I never meant it to come to this.”

Cassie’s eyes widened. “No. She’s got—“

And then Alanna’s head exploded—which was every bit as disgusting as
you’re probably imagining. Brains should stay on the inside where they
belong.

I could go into the details, but I won’t. Let’s just say that I’d
designed the new costumes to include a water-resistant coating and with
blood and brains being mostly water, nothing stuck. I think Jaclyn,
Cassie and I were all grateful for that. Katuk’s Xiniti designed armor
stayed clean too, but probably by a different method.
Crawls-Through-Desert hadn’t been hit either, but I suspected I’d seen
the glow of a force shield go up.

Jadzen had been sitting across from Alanna. She dived to the floor as
Alanna’s head exploded, but she still had to change clothes. That left
us back in the room with Maru, Tikki, Marcus, and Kals.

Maru had been restrained when we left, but with Alanna dead, he’d been
allowed to stand in the room with everyone else.

“I still can’t say anything about it,” He stood near the front of the
room, looking out of the wide second-floor window onto the people
removing Alanna’s body from the first floor.

They carried her out on a floating stretcher, a blanket covering her
body, the normal human outline stopping at the neck. I wondered what
they did with the remains of her head.

Crawls-Through-Desert floated up to the window and landed his pot next
to us. “Wish she’d survived. I had questions for her. It would have been
nice to know exactly what she’d told them. Now
we need to take action no matter what she’d have told us.”

Cassie stood near the window but a little behind me. “I figured. The
Human Ascendancy isn’t going to stop looking just because we evacuated
the villages. We’re going to have to fight them.”

Maru turned to look at her. “Fight them? The resistance hasn’t ever been
able to take them on directly. We’ve always stayed in the shadows. We’re
not soldiers. We don’t have the background for it.”

“We will have to anyway, but it’s my hope that the Xiniti and our
Alliance agent will take the lead in our defense.” Jadzen Akri had
returned, wearing clothes that had not been spattered with brains and
blood.

Crawls-Through-Desert turned away from the darkness and streetlights and
toward Jadzen. We’d all gathered near the window by then.

“Good,” the plant’s leaves tilted such that their upper surfaces aimed
at Jadzen and the rest of us. “Because you will have to fight. The
tunnels do mask any sign of your people, but the Ascendancy will
recognize it as well. You’ll soon have the choice between fighting them
on the surface or fighting them in the tunnels as you retreat.“

“That seems likely,” Katuk said, fixing his dark eyes on the plant. “Do
you have some plan for fighting them?”

The plant shook its branches. “Plan? No, but I know what we’ll need to
make a plan—information. That’s what we need now. Plans will come after
that.”

Jadzen nodded. “You won’t find getting information as easy as you’d
like. That is the disadvantage of staying within this rock. We have two
antennas on the surface and a limited connection to the ansible.
Unfortunately, our preparations for using it were interrupted by the
death of our lead technician.”

I raised my hand halfway into the air. “Do you need technical help? I
can do that sort of thing.”

Jadzen shook her head. “What we need is knowledge of the protocols for
setting up the cave for habitation and we have that already. It’s merely
slower than I’d prefer.”

Katuk raised his arm, copying my gesture. “What we have seen so far
makes me believe that the enemy is beyond the scope of our abilities to
fight and defeat. Aside from fighting to hold out until Alliance forces
arrive, we have two other options. I’ll mention the first so that you
know it, but not because I expect to use it. I’m referring to the
weapons placed in any Xiniti designed ansible that allow us to strip any
system of life. Should we deem the consequences of capture or defeat
worse than death, we have the option of activating the ansible’s
self-destruct and destroy everything.”

In my head, I found that I had access to the necessary codes and
protocols to activate that weapon as well as others across the galaxy
(though not remotely)—even one in the Xiniti space station near Earth. I
blinked. “What’s the other option?”

Marcus laughed.

Katuk nodded and said, “The Xiniti have a protocol for contacting and
requesting help from the Celestial Ghosts.”

Crawls-Through-Desert’s fronds stretched out toward Katuk. “We’d
suspected as much. Do you believe the Ghosts will arrive before the
Alliance or Xiniti reinforcements?”

Katuk regarded him with his wide, black eyes. “Out here on the edge of
things? Yes.”

The plant’s branches rustled. “Then I’d say we should do it. We’ll need
every scrap of help we can get. Is there any way to use the weapons you
mentioned for anything less than genocide?”

Katuk tilted his head to regard the plant. “No.”

The plant said, “Then it sounds like our best shot is to summon the
Ghosts, find out the situation on the surface and make a plan for
survival.”

“What do we need to do to contact them?” Jaclyn pushed her way to the
front, looking between Katuk and the plant. “I’m assuming that when you
said ‘summon’ you meant calling them though the ansible. You’d didn’t
mean some sort of magic ritual.” She paused. “Did you?”

Katuk blinked, an odd visual given his black eyes and gray skin. “When
our race was younger, I believe that some did attempt to summon them
with ritual magic. I don’t know if anyone does any longer. My intention
was to access the ansible and send a message to an address that we’ve
been given.”

I checked my implant. It knew about the address. It didn’t have any
record of Xiniti magical practices. I wondered if that meant that they
were hiding some cultural practices because they were embarrassed, but
then reflected that I’d seen magical rituals that worked. With that in
mind, I supposed they’d either lost confidence in magic or wanted to
hide it.

Either way, I was more confident about connecting to the ansible than I
was of performing a ritual in any system of magic.

Jaclyn nodded. “So, let’s get this straight. Our goal is to resist the
Ascendancy, not to win, because we’re waiting for help from the Xiniti
according to the original plan, but really because we’re hoping the
Celestial Ghosts will appear first. To do this we have to access the
ansible and ask the Ghosts for help without revealing the location of
where we’re hiding. We also need to get a good look at the situation
above ground. Is that everything?”

Cassie crossed her arms over her chest. “I hope so. Do you want to talk
complicated? If contacting the Ghosts or checking out the forces means
running around up there, it’s going to be hard not to reveal where we
are, you know? There aren’t a lot of places nearby where people could
go.”

Marcus nodded. “That’s kind of what I was wondering. You hid in this
rock because it’s hard to find us, right? Is there any reason why we
can’t just hide here and not go up at all? I mean, you’ve obviously been
planning to hide here for ages or you wouldn’t have made an underground
city. That means you’ve got to have food, right? Because if you planned
to stay down here for a while, maybe the best plan would be to stay here
and wait for the Xiniti show up and not risk giving away our location.
It’d be boring, but I’d rather be bored than get everybody killed.”

Maru shook his head. “That’s not how it would work. I was trained by the
Ascendancy. Here’s what they’ll do. First, they’ll search for us. They
know this is the Resistance’s leadership’s hideout. They’ll want us
alive for execution or reprogramming. If they can’t find us and they get
wind that the Xiniti are coming, they’ll use a capital ship and hit us
from orbit with the ship’s guns or an asteroid. They’ll get us too.
Cassie and Marcus are both right. We hid here because there are more
than fifty miles of caves down the coast and it’s almost impossible to
find us, but there aren’t many other places to hide where creatures
won’t eat you.”

I sighed, “I think we have to go out. I’ve been looking at how ansibles
work, and using them reveals your location to the ansible in order for
them to work. That’s fine normally, but you know how I was trained by a
battle simulator that replicated standard tactics? Well, one of the
first things invading forces do is get control of the ansible. They may
not have it yet, but if they do, we’ll reveal our position as soon as we
use it.”

Jaclyn had been checking the view from the window, but she turned back
to say, “If there’s a chance they don’t control the ansible, we should
try to contact the Celestial Ghosts now.”

She looked over the group. “I wish we could take everybody, but I think
we’ll have to go with Nick, Katuk and me. Look, it’s a speed thing. The
rest of you won’t be able to keep up. Jadzen, do any of you have maps of
the tunnels? We’ll have to leave them, but it doesn’t have to be
nearby.”

Jadzen said, “I can give you a copy of what we’ve surveyed, but not much
more. We don’t have anyone like you.”

Moments later, I received a database of maps of the caverns and could
look over the entrances and exits. After a little while longer, we left.

It took time to fly through the tunnels, trailing Jaclyn and Katuk. The
sheer size of the tunnels made it easier even if it made me think again
about the tunnels’ origins. The planet had megafauna everywhere and
while the creatures that created the tunnels might be long dead, they
could easily be used by something big on and off—possibly even
descendants of the original creators.

All the same, we didn’t see any evidence of anything like that on the
way out.

We exited the tunnels some fifty miles to the north of the colony. I
shot out of the tunnel over Jaclyn and Katuk’s heads before starting the
landing routine, which involved aiming the Rocket suit upward and
cutting almost all of the power, allowing me to hover and then drop to
the ground.

We’d come out of the rock next to a forest. Trees with wide trunks and
odd, bulbous leaves that stuck out of the trunks most densely near the
top of the tree, but appeared all the way down the trunk. They reminded
me a little bit of upside-down pine trees and a little bit of palm
trees.

Either way, I saw them through my HUD, interpreted by the software using
sonar, thermal, and night vision techniques to give me near normal
vision at night—which it still was. I’d been woken up after midnight by
the invasion, packed and evacuated to the tunnels with everyone else,
witnesses to Alanna’s suicide, and now we were going out to gather
information without a decent night’s sleep. I wasn’t feeling it yet but
I knew I would be. Maybe we’d be able to sleep after we got back to the
tunnels.

Looking south, I couldn’t see much from where the colony ought to be,
but my HUD’s enhanced vision showed me flame in the sky. I hoped it
wasn’t the entire colony. Clearly, they were prepared, but if the Human
Ascendancy destroyed everything, it would be a lot to rebuild. On the
other hand, they might have resources that I was completely unaware of.

Jaclyn broke the silence. “That doesn’t look good.”

Katuk, who was fully covered in silver armor, said, “My sensors are
detecting particles in the air that are byproducts of the destruction of
a fusion drive. It seems likely that we’re seeing the results of the
destruction of the ships at the starport.”

I wondered how our ship was doing, deciding to wait on contacting it
until I knew a little bit more about what we were facing. “So the way I
understand this is that we’ll have to go to one of the colony’s villages
to contact the ansible.”

I glanced over at Katuk for his response. He paused for a moment, but
then started talking.

“The colony’s villages receive the ansible’s signal and then broadcast
the signal across the village. We have to go within range of the signal,
assuming they don’t destroy the antenna.”

Jaclyn frowned. “And we do this without anyone detecting us long enough
to target us. Great. I’d say we should see how close we can get a signal
without going into a village and being seen.”

I thought about that. “If we get an ansible signal, does the ansible
instantly get our location?”

The implant answered me before Katuk replied and the reply wasn’t too
complicated. Once the technical specs were removed, it amounted to,
“Yes, it does detect that you’ve connected,” but “No, it doesn’t know
precisely where.” It knew loosely where and on a planet with only three
spots where you could connect to the ansible, there weren’t many places
to hide once you connected.

In short, it wouldn’t know where we were, but there were bombs that
could hit all the possibilities at once if they wanted to.

“Never mind,” I said, answering my own question. “Did everyone else just
get the answer too?”

Jaclyn nodded and Katuk muttered something that sounded like a yes.

“OK then,” Jaclyn stared out into the dark world in front of us.
“There’s not much to do more than run south. Rocket, you’ll have an
aerial view, so warn us if you see something you think we’ll need to
know.”

Neither Katuk nor I had anything to add to that and so we started south.
Jaclyn and Katuk followed the edge where the rock met the forest. I flew
above them. As we grew closer, I confirmed Katuk’s guess. It was the
starport burning. They’d destroyed every ship on the field—both of the
old fighters and the old colony ship.

It seemed like a waste of effort. None of them offered a threat to the
ship that could destroy them from orbit.

The village stood. I didn’t see any occupiers on the ground—so far.

Jaclyn spoke through the implant, “Do you see anything?”

As the person with the better overall view, I flew north of the town,
avoiding the burning field where the starport had been. Flying upward,
but still below 200 feet, I followed the land as it rose, but I didn’t
have long before I did see something.

The starport field lay closest to the ocean, south of the long rocky
cliff with the tunnels. On either side of the town lay open fields and
more fields lay further inland, up the hill that Kals and I had climbed
while looking for Katuk. In the fields between Landing, the town we’d
stayed in and the colony’s other two towns, I saw the Human Ascendancy’s
ships.

Thanks to years of simulations, I knew what they were. The long, squat,
winged cylinders were dropships. Typically they carried forty troops,
assuming the troops were human or human-sized. Given that we were facing
the Human Ascendancy, that was probably the case. I counted twenty of
them—which meant 800 troops, overkill when you considered that they were
facing 6000 civilians, many of whom were children.

On the other hand, when you considered that some of the civilians had
powers while others had been domestic terrorists, it might have been
reasonable. Either way, they probably had more troops on the ship.

In the air, ten additional ships hovered above the dropships and their
troops—fighters, all of them in the classic wedge shape. It worked well
in atmospheres and in space. That’s what fighters needed.

So we were looking at a full squadron of dropships and a half squadron
of visible fighters—with the probability that the other half of that
squadron was here, but not visible. They could be higher up in the air,
watching for an attack from space or flying further inland or up or down
the coast, or all of the above.

“Here’s what we’ve got,” I told Jaclyn and proceeded to fill her in on
the details of what I’d seen, finishing with, “and that’s it, but the
other half of the fighter squadron could be down here too, but far
enough away that they’re not obvious yet.”

“Alright,” Jaclyn said, “then we’re going to see how close you have to
be to town to get an ansible connection. Join up with us and we’ll all
watch each other’s back while Katuk sends a message to the Celestial
Ghosts.”

“Sounds good,” I twisted around and aimed the Rocket suit toward their
position, watching the fighters in case any of them peeled off to chase
me.

Fortunately, the Human Ascendancy didn’t typically have to fight troops
in flying, powered armor. They mostly fought other humans and that meant
that their opponents had powers and didn’t need powered armor.

I decided to be thankful for that and hope it didn’t mean that they were
searching the air with telepaths.

It didn’t take long to find Katuk and Jaclyn’s position. They were in
the middle of town in an alley between two blocks of stores. As I
landed, Jaclyn said, “We could have connected with the ansible from the
edge of town, but there wasn’t any cover. I thought we might blend in
better here.”

“Good idea.” I fired off four observation bots, enough to give a
360-degree view of our surroundings, watching as Katuk informed us,
“I’ve made a connection,” and began to request help in what the implant
informed me was very formal language.

I didn’t pay attention to the details. I had him and his ansible
connection whispering directly into my mind while also watching all four
bots feeds. That was enough information that I didn’t have room for
details.

Eventually, Katuk reached the end and closed the ansible connection.

Jaclyn glanced over at him asking, “Was there any response?”

Katuk blinked. “Not as such.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “What does that mean?”

He eyed her. “I received an automated response—“

Her lips curled. “Something like, ‘We at the Celestial Ghosts appreciate
your inquiry, but we’re busy helping other people right now. We’ll get
to your question as soon as possible’?”

“Well,” he said, “not in those precise words, but in essence.”

“Oh, God.” She looked up and down the alley, her head a blur. “We’d
better get out of here before someone notices us. How’s it going,
Rocket?”

I checked the feeds again. “Nobody’s coming to kill us so far.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” She took a few steps down the alley to the
corner and we followed her. Once on the road, we had a mostly straight
shot across the colony’s shielded strip of land to the outside.

Before we began to run, a voice appeared in our implants on what the
implant labeled an “emergency communication channel.”

A man appeared in my mind. Dark haired with light brown skin and a
square jaw, he wore a bulky, red and black armored uniform with a pistol
on its belt. His broad shoulders gave the impression that he might be a
big man underneath the uniform, but given the armor, it was anybody’s
guess.

“I’m Agent 957 of the Human Ascendancy’s Genetic Management Office. I’m
here searching for criminals and all who aid them. Surrender now or face
the might of the Human Ascendancy.”





Reap


        Jump Space, Waroo Huntship, Great Bounty

Rrr’graka knew that he wasn’t flying through space in body like the
all-powerful gods, but he enjoyed the illusion. He could feel the cold
of jump space on his snout and smell the trail almost as he might in
real space. Implants—some of his people saw them as unnecessary, others
as unworthy of warriors, but he saw them as what they were—tools.

They made operating a huntship easier, practically an extension of his
own body, as much a part of him as his own snout and eight furred limbs.
No, they were damned useful for a huntship traveling far from Waroo Free
Worlds. They’d been low on cash at K’Tepolu, their ship needed repairs,
and they had no clan to take them in. The only other waroo on the
station had been merchants, none of them with any need for
mercenaries.

Without the implant, Rrr’graka would have had to get out the entire crew
to search through the work opportunities. With it, he’d gone through
everything worth doing in an hour by himself. Not all the jobs had gone
well, but enough had that the ship was repaired and they now had
thousands of credits of profit as well as a signed contract for next
month.

He’d never have managed all of that without the implant.

He knew that his mate would point out that without the implant his crew
would never have been in the open market on K’Tepolu, never have taken a
job for the Human Ascendancy, never attack those young humans, and never
been hurt—very nearly to the point of death. They’d had to rely on the
Human Ascendancy agent to find out where the humans were going.

Without the implant, he’d have avoided the blood debt altogether.

No matter. What was it to be waroo without the odd blood debt along the
way? Such things made him feel alive, and wasn’t that the point of
becoming the crew of a huntship instead of some merchant vessel? He saw
no issue with profit, but he’d served on a merchant ship in his younger
days. He much preferred a life where he’d get to use tooth and claw in
service of profit than to avoid it or risk scaring off the native
customers.

No, his crew would settle the debt and then go back to K’Tepolu to
fulfill the contract.

The Office of Professor Skatz, Hrrrnna Homeworld Memorial Endowed Chair
in Artificer Technology and History, University of the Alliance Worlds,
Capital System

It knew they were on the move. It saw the signs even if no one else did.
There were signs, small signs that a being less knowledgeable about the
Artificers might miss, but Professor Skatz had been researching the
Artificers for its entire professional life and it knew the signs even
if it couldn’t prove it.

It sat in its office, a room filled with disarmed Artificer artifacts,
all of them partially dismantled and suspended within stasis fields
throughout the room.

Professor Skatz sat on its couch, licking its fur for comfort. It was
certain that the explosions on the Issakass world were not the product
of terrorism as the Issakass claimed. It couldn’t name the entities, but
it knew they were Artificers. The first explosions started near a
building that held an Artificer artifact, one of the artifacts that led
to the creation of motivators, resulting in disastrous effects on the
societies that they led.

The size of the explosions were consistent with what it suspected was a
specific entity. It didn’t know the entity’s name, but it called it the
Deceiver. For all of the creature’s power, it always seemed to maneuver
more creatures into the effect of its power than expected. It was
clearly some sort of master tactician and/or strategist.

Professor Skatz wanted to write an article to that effect but there were
signs that unlike many of the Artificers, the Deceiver was still active.
It felt sure that the Deceiver was fighting one of its own on the
Issakass homeworld and Professor Skatz didn’t want to get their
attention.

The fact that Kee Otaki had disappeared from K’Tepolu according to one
of its more reliable sources also worried it. Professor Skatz had
suspected for years that she was one of the Artificers.

Now it feared that she might either be the Deceiver or his opponent. Her
little store continued though, quietly encouraging technologists to
re-envision technology. It wondered if she’d taken on a different
identity to run the store because it had recognized her as an Artificer.

It seemed unlikely. How would she even know? All it knew was that no one
had seen her for weeks.

Castle Rock Compound, Colorado, Earth

Rachel found herself staring up at the stars. The ledge looked out over
the compound’s neighborhoods of suburban houses. She wasn’t alone. Tara
stood next to her. Taller, blonde, and noticeably muscular, Tara had
been training downstairs, something that, in Rachel’s opinion, Tara did
excessively.

“They are pretty,” Tara said. “Back where I grew up, you could never be
sure which universe’s sky you were looking at, and sometimes they’d
overlap. You’d see the Big Dipper except that it was right next to
another universe’s Big Dipper and sometimes they’d cross each other and
that was pretty weird. Plus there was this one time that the Elder Gods
descended from the heavens and a whole universe was destroyed.”

Rachel stopped leaning over the railing to turn and stare at her.

“But it was okay for Infinity City,” Tara continued. “By the next day an
alternate version of that universe had filled in the empty spots.”

“I forget how much weird shit you’ve gone through.” Rachel shook her
head.

Tara shrugged. “I didn’t know it was weird.”

Rachel nodded. “I get that. It might make you a good person to talk to,
though. I’ve been having visions of space lately. There are people
flying through it that are somehow me and its got something to do with
Nick, but I don’t know what.”

Tara frowned. “That’s weird.”

“Yeah,” Rachel looked out over the suburban houses and yards below. “I
came up with that much on my own.”

The implant’s information on the channel was that it was used to make
announcements—a one way channel that ran recorded warnings except on the
rare occasions that matters moved too quickly for recorded emergency
information to keep up.

“I’m recording it,” I told everyone. Everyone back in the cavern needed
to see it too.

Jaclyn nodded while Katuk peered into the distance, watching his own
copy of the same scene.

Agent 957 sat in the cockpit of a heavy fighter—one of the deep space
fighters used for scouting and other long distance missions. I guessed
it was a fighter from the cockpit’s small size, but that it couldn’t be
a regular fighter because of the outline of a door behind the seat.
Normal fighters didn’t have any space for humans outside of the cockpit.

Staring directly into the camera, he said, “This is the end. We’ve found
your planet and there’s no one here to protect you. The Xiniti’s ship is
gone or hidden. If the Xiniti are there with you, there aren’t enough of
them to fight Ascendancy marines. We have more than 1000 marines from
ten different gene lines, all of them powered. I know you don’t have
that many Xiniti. I also know that most of your ‘Xiniti’ aren’t even
Xiniti. They’re humans. I know the Xiniti choose tough recruits, but
they’re only human and if you’re hoping in them because they have active
powers, so do we.

“And it’s not just the marines who have active powers. The crew of the
Annihilation includes the pride of the Ascendancy—members of the
Ascendant Guard, the Ascendancy Council’s own protectors. You’ve heard
of two of them—Neves, who protected the First Citizen himself and Kamia
of the Thuroni Defenders, who has killed thousands on behalf of the
Ascendancy—including Xiniti as the true Xiniti among you will well
remember.”

As he’d said Neves, a picture of a dark-skinned man in a black uniform
with green and white accents appeared in my head. The uniform had a
military look and did nothing to hide the muscles underneath. He
reminded me of nothing more than one of the Cabal troops we’d fought.
Cassie’s regeneration had surprised Iolan, so Neves couldn’t be one of
them, but it didn’t make me feel comfortable.

When he said “Kamia,” the picture changed to that of a woman in a red
uniform with black accents. Like Neves’ uniform, hers was a short jacket
with pants in the same color, but her uniform had a black cape. Her skin
was pale enough that I wondered if she was albino and her blonde-white
hair pointed in that direction. Still, she wasn’t as pale as I
remembered albinos were. She carried a sword and gun that had a similar
shape to Cassie’s gun. It couldn’t be the same kind, though.

The picture changed back to Agent 957. His mouth held a hint of a smile,
but then he opened it. “I’m giving you until noon tomorrow to surrender.
That means that you bring everyone out of whatever forest or cave that
you might be hiding in. After that, we’re coming in after you. Don’t
make us do that. You’ll get much better treatment if it’s easy to bring
you in.”

He stopped talking and stood there, arms crossed, looking at the camera.
After a few moments, I began to wonder if it was over and this was the
moment before the loop would restart.

Then he straightened his arms and said, “One more thing… My orders
aren’t to bring you all in. My supervisors only care about the leaders.
That means Jadzen Akri and all the people on colony’s council as well as
a few more names I’ll list right now—“

He listed them, but then got back to talking, “—As I said, the most
notorious members of your leadership. With them gone, we don’t care
about the colony anymore. We don’t have room to bring them back anyway.
We can kill all of them or let them stay here unhurt. I think you’d
prefer it if they survived, wouldn’t you?”

That’s when he stopped for real, freezing for several seconds and then
starting the message from the beginning. I recorded it until I’d caught
the part I’d missed earlier.

“Okay,” I shut off the connection and looked at Katuk and Jaclyn. “I
guess that’s it. We’ve got a good general sense of where they are. We’ve
sent off a message to the Celestial Ghosts. Plus, now we’ve got a
message to bring back. Do you think we’ve got anything else that we
should check out?”

Jaclyn looked out toward the gap between the end of the alley we stood
in and stretch of field before the colony’s force field barrier. It was
only a few hundred feet, an easy gap for her or Katuk to make and not
hard for me to fly over.

“No,” Jaclyn said, but she looked over at Katuk. “Was it true what she
said about Kamia? Did she kill a lot of Xiniti?”

He nodded. “There are many Xiniti that wish that the opportunity to kill
her would fall to themselves or their unit. It falls to us.”

Making a quick check of the way ahead of us first, Jaclyn said, “I’m
half surprised they didn’t try to give her Xiniti citizenship.”

“You misunderstand the nature of your invitation. Though we do offer
citizenship to those who best us, it’s offered to those who’ve served us
by killing one who’s brought shame on his/her/its family. You’ve served
us doubly. First by killing my father and secondly by providing a unit
for my testing.”

Okay, then, I told myself. Katuk did know about that.

So I said, “I didn’t know that you knew that we were the ones who killed
him. We didn’t even know that you were his child until we got here.”

Katuk looked between Jaclyn and I. “The Xiniti view it as appropriate
that those who freed someone from the shame of their parent’s actions be
involved in his passage into adulthood. Do you have different customs?”

Jaclyn blinked. “Yes. Very different.”

Thinking that we shouldn’t wait too long before running back to the
caves, I tried to say it in as few words as possible. “In our world, we
don’t make our passage into adulthood a mission. Also, many humans who
found that we’d killed a member of their family would consider killing
us.”

He nodded. “A result of personal attachment from being raised in
proximity to your family. We’re raised in clan housing and only get to
know our parents as adults. By then they’re back from their tours of
duty. I have fond memories of my mother, my other mother and the uncles,
but my father brought shame on us all. I have no wish for any revenge.”

Jaclyn glanced back out the end of the alley and then back to us. “We
need to go. I think we should talk about this later so everybody knows
where you stand.”

Katuk eyed her. “Did everyone expect that I would attack you if I knew?”

Pursing her lips, Jaclyn said, “Not really, but no one wanted to push
the issue either. You’re like a human in your overall shape and that
makes it easy to forget you’re not.”

Katuk tilted his head back, saying nothing, but then nodded. “I
understand the confusion.”

“Yeah,” Jaclyn looked out into the darkness ahead of us, probably using
her own HUD. “We should go before they notice us. Are you ready?”

I nodded, checking our surroundings with the bots I’d stationed about;.
Katuk said, “Yes.”

She counted down. “Three. Two. One…”

Then she began to run. Katuk followed, leaving at almost the same
moment, both of them becoming blurs as they crossed the field and then
jumped over the force field at the edge of the settlement. Collecting
the bots, I turned on the rockets and flew
across the open field and over the force field.

From there, all we could do was travel back to the caves, hoping that
the Human Ascendancy forces didn’t detect us. In some ways it didn’t
matter if they did. Agent 957’s broadcast had hinted that he knew that
we were in the caves. It didn’t take a genius to guess at the caves.
They were part of a rocky structure more than fifty miles long with
enough tunnels that people without a map would get hopelessly lost.

We had a map in our implants that the colonists (okay, Kals) had shared
with us, so we were okay.

Katuk and Jaclyn ran through the night at speeds between 200-300 miles
per hour and I flew above them. It took about ten minutes to fly to an
entrance in the dark. So far as we could tell, no one followed us. We
did fly past megafauna that reminded me more of giant ground hogs than
anything else. What they were in reality was anyone’s guess. I didn’t
have time to take a DNA sample.

Jaclyn and Katuk passed around them before the giant groundhogs even
realized that they’d passed. A few looked up at the sound of my rockets,
but giant rodents with stumpy legs can’t be expected to pay a lot of
attention to flying armor, so I was safe.

Before long we’d made it down the tunnels, past the force shields, and
into the colonists’ underground city—or more accurately, village. By the
time we got there, people were standing guard near the entrances to the
cave, but not a lot of people were awake.

Cassie greeted us as we walked into the building we now shared with
Jazden and Kals. It wasn’t much of a surprise. One of the side effects
of Cassie’s powerset was the ability to stay up for days at a time.

“And?” Cassie walked with us into the common area on the second floor.
“What’s happening out there?”

“They don’t seem to be coming down into the caves at this exact moment,”
I told her. “It looks like they’ve landed about 800 troops on the ground
near Landing. They’ve destroyed anything that looks like a starship.
Plus, we’ve got a recording where their leader, Agent 957, implies that
he knows that we’re down here.”

Jaclyn had been walking ahead of us up the stairs to the common area.
She turned back toward us. “There’s no question that they’re coming for
us, but they don’t seem to be in a huge hurry. We didn’t see anyone
follow us into the caves or anything like that. They’re broadcasting a
demand for Jadzen and the Council to surrender by noon tomorrow or
they’ll kill everyone but the leadership. My bet is that that’s when
they’ll come down here.”

Cassie nodded. “Sounds like it’s time to make a plan.”

I sighed. “I’d been hoping I might get to sleep.”

She laughed. “Yeah, right.”

Sleeping in the Rocket armor wouldn’t be completely uncomfortable, but I
didn’t want to do it. I clicked and the full Rocket suit sloughed off
me, reforming into a block behind my legs, leaving me dressed in the
current version of the stealth suit.

Overall, it was extremely convenient. I could sit on the block and did,
leaning my back against the wall and looking out the rooms front window
at the glowing lights and empty streets of the colony’s underground
hideaway.

Cassie laughed. “Well, that’s nice. A built-in chair.”

I shrugged. “It should have been a built-in bed. Wake me up if I fall
asleep.”

I don’t think I heard her reply, but she did wake me up. Everybody was
there. By everybody, I mean Jadzen, Kals, Marcus, Tiki, Jaclyn, Katuk,
Crawls-Through-Desert and people from the colony leadership including
Iolan, but not Maru. I learned later that that was at his own suggestion
because he might have more buried instructions to follow if he overheard
us.

The room didn’t have a big enough table for everyone, so some people
stood.

Once I passed on the video, Jaclyn asked Jadzen, “Let’s get this out of
the way. Are you and the Council going to turn yourselves in?”

One of the council members laughed. I didn’t see who. Jadzen shook her
head.

“I don’t know Agent 957, but all I’ve ever heard about him is that he’s
an honorable agent as long as his orders allow him to be. If his orders
don’t require him to lie, we can trust him, but we don’t have any way to
know what his orders are. So we can’t trust him.”

Crawls-Through-Desert floated near the table, fronds moving as it
talked. “As we discussed earlier, the Human Ascendancy’s patience will
end and when it does, they’ll aim their battleship’s main guns at the
tunnels and destroy them. It’s not enough to hide. We’ll all be
destroyed if we try that. No, what you have to do is destroy the
battleship or its main gun. Your ship appears to be more powerful than
most ships of its size. Do you think you can do it?”

The plant angled its leaves so that they pointed at me.

I thought about it. “I think so. My grandfather tinkered with it for
years–so it’s powerful, but also stranger than average. It’s not so
powerful though that we’d be able to challenge the battleship to a
direct fight and expect our ship to stand up to something with that many
guns, much less if it manages to bring its main gun to bear on us. We’ll
survive direct fights with multiple fighters, but if we have to take on
a battleship, we’ll need to be sneaky.”

The plant’s fronds rustled. “Then that’s what you have to do. Destroying
the battleship turns it from being a question of how long they’re
willing to wait before destroying us to a question who can survive on
this planet longest. I’m betting that’s you guys, especially when you
start aiming the local megafauna at them.”

Marcus laughed. “That would be hilarious. I don’t know how we’d do that,
but yeah, I’m sure they didn’t come prepared to stay.”

Iolan took in a breath. “It worries me that we might then find ourselves
fighting them on the ground. We don’t have an army even if some of us
are experienced at fighting.”

“True,” I said, “but I think you’ll still have a better chance against
them on the ground when you know the planet and they don’t.”

Iolan frowned, but then nodded. “If we can keep them outside the force
fields for any length of time, they’ll lose most of their force to the
wildlife.”

Jadzen looked around at the group. “It sounds as if that’s settled. What
do we need to do to do it?” She looked over at me. “What do you need
from us to succeed?”

I imagined how I’d do an attack. “We’ll probably need a distraction. If
they think they’re dealing with something completely different, they’ll
have their attention on that. In an ideal world, we’d get control of
your mines again and redeploy them against the battleship, but that’s
not the only way to do it. Plus, when it comes down to it, they’ll
probably start looking for an attack if the distraction leaves them time
to think.”

After a moment, I said, “You know what? I think I’ll just take our ship
up there now. I think I’ve got a way to do this that could work.”

I held my breath for a moment, thinking about how it would work. “Here’s
my idea. You know how near space extends nearly to the planet? No one
takes advantage of it because anyone with any sense sets up near space
mines around the planet. It’s cheap and easy to do for most planetary
governments. But here’s the thing, it’s not cheap or easy for a small
colony like this, so you never did it, right?”

Jadzen didn’t say anything at first, but after frowning, she said, “No.
We couldn’t afford it. The mines around the Lagrange point were all we
could fit in the budget.”

I nodded. “Right. So there aren’t any mines in near space because you
couldn’t afford it. Also, that ship above us may have mines, but they
probably aren’t sending them out yet because they don’t know how long
they’re going to be staying. Plus they’ve got control of your mines so
they’ve got control of all the probable routes into the system. They’ve
got control of real space and someone coming in through jump space has
to enter real space first. Only after that could they go into near
space.

“I’ll do what I’ve done before in this situation—flip into near space on
the planet, come out of it right next to the ship and start blasting
away before they have time to respond. They’ll be surprised because they
destroyed your fighters and they didn’t see any evidence of our ship. At
least that’s my theory. They might have a few ships outside the main
ship and those ships are probably near space capable, but they won’t
expect us the first time. After that, it’ll get complicated.”

My implant registered questions from everyone in our group or near to
it. I set up a private channel for Jaclyn, Cassie, Katuk, Marcus, Tikki,
and Kals because they were asking the questions—more or less. Katuk,
Marcus, and Tikki hadn’t asked anything, but I included them because I
didn’t think I should leave them out.

“When have you done this before?” Jaclyn’s voice sounded in my head.

“In video games,” I told her, “but not some random space game, a
realistic one. I told you about it.”

She shook her head. “The ship’s video game. I do remember it. Do you
think it could possibly be as good as the real thing?”

“Well,” I said, “you were with us when the ship ran us through exercises
on the way out. What did you think?”

“I felt like I was there.” She nodded.

Tikki, who I remembered made some kind of hobby out of AI, said, “It
appears to be a powerful AI whose primary focus is combat simulations. I
would trust its judgement implicitly in such things. When we trained on
the way here, it became clear to me that it was one of the more powerful
AI’s of its type.”

“Grandpa found it after a battle near our planet,” I told her. “He
scavenged almost every piece of the ship.”

Tikki’s face lit up. “I would never have guessed. It was connected
seamlessly and he’d improved on what he found. He had an amazing mind.”

“If you’re confident,” Jaclyn’s voice stayed even, “then go for it.”

Kals’ voice broke into the conversation. “Everything Nick said fit with
what I learned about space combat in school. I wasn’t a specialist, but
I’m comfortable with his plan. They won’t expect it.”

Outside of our channel, I looked over Jadzen, the Council and the plant
in addition to our group. “I’ll need a volunteer to help me with either
weapons or piloting. I can do both, but I’ll do better with only one.”

Marcus waved his hand. “I’ve got more hours training in the ship than
anyone else here and I’m less useful in a straight fight than most. I’ll
go.”

Jadzen Akri looked us over. “If you’re going on the attack, we’ll have
to prepare to fight. I’d like the rest of you to meet what there is of
our fighting force.”

Then she turned to me. “When are you going to go?”

I thought about it. “Now, I guess. The longer we wait, the more likely
they are to start mining near space.”

“Then we’ll have to signal our people immediately.” She looked over at
Kals.

“I know,” Kals said, her voice raising. “I’m part of what little we’ve
got of a fighting force. I’ll show you there.”

As everyone began to leave, I commanded my armor to reassemble. It
covered me, reorganizing into the “fake Xiniti” version within a few
seconds.

Marcus stepped up as it finished. “What’s the most convenient form for
you to carry me in? I can fly after you if you’re not worried about
speed, but if you are, I could hang on and turn into something
aerodynamic.”

We went with the second option. Marcus hung on to my legs and
transformed into a shape that reminded me of a paper airplane. I felt a
little less maneuverable, but it wasn’t too bad.

We flew out of the tunnels and out over the water of the ocean near the
tunnels’ stone cliffs. It didn’t take long before I flew over the area
where the ship had hidden itself. The ship surfaced and we went in for a
landing, Marcus letting go as I circled and swooping down next to me as
my feet touched the hull.

He swung inside the hatch before I managed to climb down to it, but then
we were both inside. “Hal,” I told the AI, “we’re going to have to
either destroy the ship or hurt the main gun so badly they don’t have a
chance of fixing it.”

[I’m already running simulations of the possibilities. I’ll give
you a list of your best options shortly.]

I walked to the front of the ship, sitting down in one of the chairs in
the cockpit and connecting to the ship with my implant, feeling my
surroundings as if I were the ship—the weight of the water around me,
the lightness of the air above me, and the buzzing noise of encrypted
communications between the battleship above and the ships on the ground.

I sensed Marcus come online, taking over the weapons and shields,
leaving me with piloting, monitoring the engines, and repairing them if
it came to that.

Deciding that we were better off under the water, I checked if the door
was fully shut and dove, propelling the ship with the anti-gravity.
While not as fast as the main engines, it made less noise. My only worry
was that there might be megafauna in the ocean too.

The ship’s sonar wasn’t detecting anything though, so at least it didn’t
look like we were going to fight some kind of giant seal.

Hal got back to me with his simulations after a few minutes. Using near
space to get close worked well, provided I did it before they mined near
space. The difficulties came with the target. Firing at the bridge of a
battleship didn’t work because in an age of implants, the bridge became
redundant. As long as there were qualified people and working sensors on
the ship, the bridge crew could be anywhere. The ship’s main gun was the
obvious target, but disabling it only meant that it was disabled.
Simulations showed that they had bombs aboard capable of taking out the
caves and even if the simulations were wrong, they could tow an asteroid
to the planet and drop it on the rock formations from space.

If we wanted to be sure, we needed to go for the engines and the only
problem with that was that everyone goes for the engines. A ship that
can’t move, can’t fight (much). Engines have extra physical shielding.
Many have stronger shields protecting them. The nozzle on the end was
the most vulnerable point because you couldn’t cover it with shields
while accelerating. Most ships placed extra weapons back there to
discourage rear attacks.

“Marcus, are you looking through the simulations?” I brought our
spaceship closer to the surface and checked the air above us with the
passive sensors without seeing anything. That was good as far as it
went.

A noise from the real world made it into the simulation—Marcus sighed.
“It’s not looking good. From what I can see, the best simulations are
the ones where we pop into real space right behind the engines, blast
the ship power plant with our main gun, pop out into near space and then
back into real space enough times that what’s left of the engine room
isn’t fixable. It would be easy except that Hal’s assuming that there
are still fighters up there.”

The shadowy forms I got out of the passive sensors didn’t give much
detail about the battleship. “He’s probably right. The Extinction class
battleship has a lot of fighters. On the bright side, our shields hold
in most simulations. So that’s the good news.”

Marcus laughed. “Most. That’s the best shot. Are we going or did you
have another idea?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t have a better idea. Be ready with the shields.”

I let the ship float upward until it was outside the water. As I did, I
felt the barrier of the shield surround the ship. I’m not sure how to
describe the barrier. Electrical? It’s certainly in there, but that’s
not a major component of the shield.

In any case, the shields came up as the ship cleared the ocean water.
With the shields on, we were invisible to any form of detection that I
was aware of. Energy was simply absorbed, making the shields appear
black, and making the ship a silhouette of itself. That sort of thing
stood out during the day, but fortunately, it was night.

I continued to use the anti-gravity. It wasn’t quick, but when I used
it, I didn’t have to thin the shields and release heat for it to work.
That meant that no one did see it when I flipped the ship into near
space about a kilometer above the planet.

Everything around the ship became blurry to the sensors as we shot
upward at what would have been near light speed in our own universe,
arriving in orbit almost instantly. I slowed the ship so that I’d have
to aim it toward the rear of the great cylinder shaped battleship ahead.

An unknown number of small, blurry ships flew next to the main ship, but
a quick count showed it was at least ten. When I exited near space, I’d
have to move.

Knowing that most battleships had sensors that extended into near-space,
and that my ship’s stealth was more an accidental product of the shields
than intentional, I stayed in near-space until I was just past the
Annihilation, flipping over when I was past the rear of the ship.

Marcus had started charging the main gun the moment the ship came in
sight, so when I transitioned out of near-space and into real space, I
felt the shields thin near the nose of our ship and the main gun
released a blast of white light. Meanwhile, our other guns targeted the
guns in guard position to protect the engine exhaust.

Like most battleships, they had their shields at half-power even when no
enemies were visible, a soft blue glow. We’d planned for that. Our ship
had been designed to be a small ship capable of damaging battleships
even before my grandfather increased its power output.

The main gun shattered the shield, throwing bits of glowing blue into
space where they shrunk and disappeared. Marcus had aimed it at the most
vulnerable spot—the hole at the bottom of the nozzle. The nozzle melted,
the hole expanded, and something inside the ship exploded. It wasn’t the
kind of explosion you might see in Star Wars, one where the whole ship
explodes. It was flash of red, yellow, and orange that flared, jutting
out of the cracks and the undamaged nozzles, followed by smoke.

I’d seen that kind of explosion before in simulations and felt confident
we’d damaged the fusion power plant as well as the banks of capacitors
that held a charge ready for weapons and jumps. Even better, the ship’s
sensors confirmed my theory.

Half of the lights winked out across the ship—the windows near the lines
of turrets were still on—and to my surprise the ship’s directional
thrusters fired and the battleship began to turn.

“I’m going in,” I told Marcus.

I had a sense that he was shaking his head, but he said, “I’ll be
ready.”

We flipped into near-space—which maybe wasn’t the smartest idea or
people would try what I was trying all the time. I flew the ship inside
the battleship, staying in the nearest of near-space, barely outside
reality. We were close enough that weapons we fired would fall out of
near-space and hit things in real space.

Not coincidentally, the reason it wasn’t smart to fly through here was
that most ships carried devices that could knock us back into real space
where we’d then attempt to inhabit the same space as the
battleship—which was generally bad for both ships. They’d probably
turned off fields like that when their main power plant went down.

We’d flown into the engine compartment—which was large enough that we
could have flown inside if the back had been open anyway and also if it
hadn’t contained two fusion power plants, a near-space drive and a jump
drive, a massive bank of capacitors, and fuel for all of that.

As was normal for near-space, everything outside the ship had a hint of
blurriness, but we could see enough. We were near the top of the room to
give us the best chance to see the ship’s backup power plant.

It wasn’t that hard. The second power plant was at the far end of the
engineering compartment, roughly the middle of the ship.

Marcus didn’t have time to give our main gun a full charge, but we
didn’t need one. We didn’t have to break a force field or the hull. All
I had to do was fly forward, watch as
Marcus aimed the gun at the block-shaped device at the front end of the
compartment.

The blast hit about three quarters up the side, making a hole in the
gray wall. Fire erupted from the spot, hitting the next drive in line—a
jump drive so far as I could see.

Small figures wearing white space suits ran away from the line of
massive engines. I didn’t have time to feel guilty or afraid for the
people who might be dying because of our actions. I did notice that some
of them didn’t have legs as much as a second pair of arms—they climbed
down the sides of the drives.

At about the same time, we passed outside of the Annihilation’s hull.
Going deeper into near-space, I aimed our ship toward the system’s outer
planets, not because I wanted to go there but because I guessed that a
few of the fighters might try to pop into near-space and chase us.

And I was right.

Four of them peeled away from Annihilation, firing blasts of energy at
us. I wasn’t sure we could outrun them in near-space, but we could
probably take them.

At least I could take them in video games. Hal had thrown ships from the
Human Ascendancy, the Alliance, machine race clans, various independent
human groups from inside the Quarantine, and Abominators (just in case)
against me.

I tried to think about fighting in near-space. It was weird because your
weapons didn’t hit as hard because they leaked into other
realities—including ours—in small amounts. You could fly through
starships and even asteroids If they were small enough. Plus, you’d
eventually be moving faster than light, allowing your battles to cross
the solar system, while also allowing you to get close enough to planets
to use their features to hide your ship—within limits. If you got too
close, a planets’ gravity would pull you out of near-space and into
real-space.

What was the practical application of all that? I flew straight toward
the system’s gas giant. It had upwards of 10 moons. I hadn’t counted
them all, but it was enough to hide behind. The only bad point about the
idea was that we’d have to dodge weapons during the trip. On the bright
side, it would only take us eight minutes to get there—longer since I’d
be taking evasive maneuvers the entire way.

I didn’t have a choice. The ship’s shields hid the ship at night or in
normal space (provided the sun wasn’t in the background), but in
near-space, a shielded ship stood out more to a ship’s sensors. We
weren’t going to lose them.

The main gun was on the front so we couldn’t use that as easily as we’d
have liked to. Marcus had to use the smaller guns that could be pointed
backward in order for us to fire at anyone or anything at all. Their
shields helped them the same way ours did us, absorbing the hit.

We did even try the main gun and I say “we” because it was complicated.
Marcus charged it and I flipped the ship around in place, letting the
forward momentum carry us but turning the ship around completely. He
fired, hitting once. In that one shot, he happened to fire as the
fighter jerked to the left to get out of his direct line of fire—exactly
what it needed to do, but not as quickly as it needed to do it.

The shot hit the side of the engine compartment, taking down the shields
in a burst of blue light, and destroying something inside, probably
their near-space drive to judge from how the ship disappeared, turning
blurry and distorted as it reappeared in normal space.

Even though we might want to try that constantly, we couldn’t, each time
we tried, we lost a little more of our lead. The constant evasive
maneuvers meant that we couldn’t fly at our fastest speed. Still, even
then we were staying ahead. When we flipped around to fire though, we
used the near-space drive to keep us in near-space, but couldn’t
continue to accelerate. They, of course, could keep on accelerating the
entire time, slowed only by their attempts to dodge.

We were a little faster than they were—just enough that if we fired once
and kept accelerating for a while, we could make up the time we’d lost.
So, we did try it two more times, flipping the ship over a different
way, turning left then flipping upward… We didn’t hit with either of
them, but we got them used to the idea we’d do a 180 degree turn and
fire.

I’d decided that we weren’t really trying to make it to the gas giant.
All we were doing is trying to do is make them believe that we were
heading for the gas giant, using our attempts to fire at them to show
that we were trying to keep them behind us until we reached the gas
giant’s moons at all their potential cover.

A couple minutes in though, I sent Marcus the overall plan I was using,
one that Hal had tested. Even though it wasn’t inevitable, it had a good
enough chance.

“We’re starting now,” I told him. “Are you okay with it?”

“More than I would be with heading to the gas giant for real,” he said.
“Besides, we already got one of them.”

“Okay, then. Step one…” I flipped the ship again only this time I wasn’t
flipping the ship over. I was pointing the ship’s nose down, heading
away from all the planets instead of turning around to fire. They’d done
what they’d done the other three times, spreading out to avoid the
inevitable shot from the main gun.

As they realized that I hadn’t done the expected, I flipped the ship
again, aiming the main gun upward at one of the fighters just as it
began to turn to aim at us.

Marcus fired first and unlike last time, he hit something explosive. The
fighter disappeared in a ball of fire, the burning remains blurring and
phasing back into real-space.

Meanwhile, we headed back toward Hideaway, hoping to make the planet
while we still had some night to use to hide the ship. The remaining two
fighters were still behind us, but they appeared to be hanging back even
if they were still firing.

They’d taken one of the better positions possible. They were far enough
behind us that turning around and firing didn’t give us a good chance of
hitting while being close enough that if they kept on firing, they might
hit us in the rear where the shields were open for our engines.

I kept up evasive maneuvers, but since I was going back to the planet, I
also didn’t want them to follow the ship down to the surface where I
hoped to hide it.

Marcus’ voice sounded over my implant. “I’m firing at these guys with
the small guns, but they can’t do anything at this distance. The main
gun could take them out, but hitting won’t be easy. We’re going to have
to turn around and chase them if we want to hit them.”

“I know. I might have an idea.” Aware of my surroundings through the
implant, I could see his blasts bounce off their shields or miss and
disappear into the darkness of space.

Then I realized what I could do. We were in near-space and we weren’t
that close to the planet. I couldn’t use blink space to leave the star
system, but I could blink out while I was inside the system—probably. I
had the ship’s computer calculate what I wanted to try while I continued
to dodge.

It didn’t take long. As our shield absorbed another shot and the ship’s
capacitors’ showed a higher level of stored power, I decided that now
would be a good time to use that power. We were already in near-space. I
threw the ship into jump-space and then immediately into blink-space.

Instants later, we appeared several planetary diameters on the other
side of Hideaway. I’d transitioned back into near-space and didn’t wait
to find out if the fighters would figure out what I’d done. I aimed the
ship straight at Hideaway, going as close as I could to it before coming
out of near-space.

The coastline where the colony hid was still in the dark but only by a
little. I matched the ship’s velocity to the planet’s so that the ship
would transition out at essentially zero and set the anti-gravity to
turn on as soon as there was gravity to counteract.

That left us a few miles from the caves and the ocean. Marcus and I
stepped out of the ship, flying low toward the caves while the ship dove
into the water.

On the way back, Marcus and could still see the glow of rockets
ascending and descending from orbit. We’d destroyed the engines but not
the battleship itself. So they must have been saving people and
equipment. This was good in that we’d minimized casualties and bad
because they were coming down to the ground where they could be used to
fight us.

Lee would have killed them all and maybe dropped the battleship’s
burning remains on the Marines’ camp. Many of Lee’s plans had that kind
of elegance—if by elegance you mean that you’ve killed almost everyone
in one action, an action that you’ve been setting up in the background
since the beginning of the fight (or even before it).

I liked Lee, but I didn’t want to be him. I preferred to believe that
life was worth something and that the less of it you take, the better
for everyone in the long run. Seeing the dropships heading up and down
from battleship and knowing that Extinction class ships typically held
5000 people, 1000 of whom were marines, I couldn’t help but wonder if
Lee had the right idea.

That was a lot of people to fight.

I knew that that wasn’t how Lee would be looking at it. He’d see the
opportunities. The majority of the people on that ship were most useful
for running a ship. When it came to surviving on this planet they were
as much of a burden as an asset. It was just a question of how to use
them.

Wings outstretched, arms hanging onto my legs, Marcus asked, “How many
people do you think survived?”

“No idea,” I sent back, “but we focussed on killing the engines instead
of the people. I’d bet the majority survived. Their standard uniforms
all work as spacesuits for a little while, so even if we depressurized
the hull, they’ve got a chance.”

“This is going to be crazy. I know that this is the plan and that taking
out the ship means they can’t blast us from orbit, but this means
they’re stuck here. I’d be surprised if that agent doesn’t try to finish
his mission anyway. They probably used the ansible to send a call for
help already.”

We were nearing the caves. The giant rock mounds were less than a mile
ahead. I aimed for the cave entrance that gave us the most efficient
route.

All the same, Marcus was right. We should have blown up the ansible
while we were up there. Now we were going to have a race between the
Xiniti, the Cosmic Ghosts, and the Human Ascendancy’s reinforcements to
see who gets here first.

Marcus wasn’t done though. “You know what movie this is like?”

We flew into a cave. I slowed down to give myself more time to turn and
Marcus let go of my feet and flew under his own power.

“No,” I told him via our implants.

“This is a lot like ‘The Magnificent Seven’ or ‘Seven Samurai’ if you
want to go with the original. There’s a small town that can’t pay much,
but it’s being threatened by bandits and their leader. Except they hire
a ragtag bunch of gunfighters who defend the town.”

I hadn’t seen the movie. “How does that go?”

Marcus gave a lopsided grin. “The town is saved. The bandits are
destroyed, but almost all the gunfighters die.”

“Awesome.”

Marcus flapped his wings and glided down the tunnel. “If we were in a
movie, you and I would probably be okay.”

“And why is that?” We’d slowed to a point that I was mostly upright.

“Here’s the deal: you’re the guy who gathered everyone together. I mean,
yeah, you didn’t try to, but in the movies that’s the main character.
Pretty much all his friends die, but he’s okay. I’m okay because the
gunfighter who falls in love with the local girl survives too. Jaclyn
would be in trouble though because she didn’t get romantically involved.
She got attached to a dog. In most versions, a gunfighter connects with
the kids, but a dog’s close enough. She’d end up dying to defend the
animal.”

“Dunno,” I checked the tunnel map. We still had a couple miles to go.
“If you think about it, Tikki’s as much a gunfighter as a local girl in
this case. She spends most of her time with us and she’s new to the
place. Also, if Iolan gets enough sperm from you, it sounds like
everyone in the colony will be descended from you eventually.”

“That’s messed up, but this is a modern, sci-fi retelling. Why not have
artificial insemination? For that matter, half the group’s female, so
why not have romance within the group? I
reckon that future versions of the story might include gay romance.”

“You reckon?”

“You bet, pardner.”

We floated through the darkness. “So, where does the plant fit into all
this?”

Marcus flapped his wings again. “I don’t know. This is a science fiction
version. It doesn’t really map. There’s generally an experienced
gunfighter or two. Crawls-Through-Desert might be one of those guys, but
then there’s Katuk. In the movie, the guy who doesn’t fit into the group
is also the youngest and ends up with the village girl. Here, I’m the
youngest, but I fit in and Katuk is the only Xiniti. Plus, he’s got no
romantic interest in humans.

“For that matter, there are versions of the story where no one dies at
all. I’m pretty sure everyone lives in A Bug’s Life because that’s
Disney. Plus, I don’t know if you ever saw that old TV show The A-Team
on cable, but they retell the story every single week and not even the
bad guys die.”

“You realize we’re not in a movie, right?”

Marcus laughed. “I noticed. Because if we were in a movie there wouldn’t
have been an irrelevant side plot about Lee’s people and whatever
happened with Kee Otaki back on K’Tepolu. That’s basically a
‘disappearing magic shop’ story except that there wasn’t anything
special about the parts you bought beyond being good parts. If it did
include Kee, that would be piss poor editing.”

We were within a mile. “What about the, ‘Let’s play Monopoly subplot’?”

He sighed. “That was probably a bad idea too.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We should have been playing ‘The Settlers of Catan’.”

“I know there are better games but Monopoly’s a classic.”

We made it to the hideout a few minutes later, passing the force fields
they’d used to block the tunnels, and flying over the caverns’ streets,
dodging buildings with a combination of our night vision and the
streetlights. Finally we landed in front of the structure we shared with
Jadzen Akri, Kals, and the colony’s council.

Cassie met us at the door. She’d set her costume to civilian mode—it
didn’t cover her head, allowing us to see that she was grinning.
“Jadzen’s technical people got their ‘antenna’ working. They keep on
telling me it’s not exactly an antenna, but can’t quite explain what it
is, so I’m calling it an antenna. Anyway, we saw the ship blow up a few
minutes ago. They got everyone off and then they deliberately blew it
up. The council members were saying that’s standard practice when
there’s a certain amount of damage. They destroy the ship so that their
enemies can’t get anything off it.”

Marcus nodded his head. “That’s kind of hardcore. It makes you wonder
what happened that makes them go so far.”

I thought about it. “If you’ve got people around that pick up anything
done in a place in the last hour like Daniel sometimes can, you’d
probably want to break your ship up into the smallest pieces possible.”

“Not a bad idea,” Marcus said, cocking his head. “Too bad we can’t ask
Daniel about it.”

Cassie tapped her foot. “The interesting question isn’t what they’re
doing next, it’s what we’re doing next. The colonists are going to drive
herds of megafauna at them and we’re going to keep them safe.”

I blinked. “Are we going to do this right now or can I sleep?”

“You’ve got a few hours.”

“Good.” I stepped around her and walked down the hall, preparing to drop
my armor the first chance I could.





Release the Hounds


        Hideaway, Landing Starport (Which Was Normally an Empty Field)

Agent 957 watched as the last of the ships from the Annihilation landed
in the empty field the colonists used as a starport. Their fiery exhaust
lit up the night. Since they’d filled up the slope between Landing and
the colonists’ next town with fighters, dropships and marines, they now
had no choice but to use the field.

Ten shuttles left almost no room in the space within the shielded area.
They’d considered landing outside, but they’d had seen footage of the
planet’s native megafauna. Some of them were larger than a shuttle. It
wasn’t worth the risk.

They’d considered landing in the colonists’ fields until the
Annihilation’s Executive Officer noted they might need to harvest the
crops themselves if no one came to rescue them. When the communications
officer said that they’d already sent a distress signal, the Exec had
reminded him that the Xiniti must have as well.

Everyone knew what that meant. When fleets clashed, rescue missions were
diverted. Sometimes they couldn’t make it through until the end of the
conflict.

If it wasn’t bad enough that they were on a planet covered with
psychotic, killer animals, the soldiers and spacers would have to camp
outside. The first house the Marines investigated had blown up, killing
the fireteam that entered the house.

Knowing that the colony included many of the Human Ascendancy’s most
notorious terrorists, the marines’ commander had ordered the marines to
set up shelters and inventory the supplies and weapons. They needed to
know how much time they had before they had no choice but live off
whatever food they colonists could grow.

Commander Hesses’ personal shuttle landed last.

Agent 957 reflected on how unfortunate it was that the commander could
not be persuaded to go down with his ship. He’d waited for every last
soldier or spacer to leave but left before the self-destruct command
activated.

Agent 957 knew that he’d have to handle this himself. Left to himself,
the old man would pay more attention to keeping his people alive than
catching the colony’s leadership and fulfilling the mission. The man was
good to his people but wrong for this mission. It was time to take care
of that problem.

Somewhere inside himself, Agent 957 raged against all of it. Damn that
ship for reappearing. He didn’t know whose it was, but it was some
government’s pet project. The ability to use blink and jump in a ship
that small in combination with black shields, and a gun capable of
damaging a warship?

Whether it was a new power, the Xiniti, or some Alliance race like the
Hrrnnna, he didn’t like knowing that there were nations that were ahead
of the Human Ascendancy. Whatever group it was, they’d supplied the
Xiniti with new technology, making the creepy, little maniacs more
dangerous if that were possible.

Agent 957 put that out of his mind as he stepped in front of Commander
Hesses’ shuttle. Anticipating the moment, he’d sent all of the people up
the slope toward the colony. It would be best to make it quick.

The shuttle door opened and two spacers stepped out, both of them in
combat ready spacesuits—thick-skinned and layered for protection against
kinetic weapons and covered with more than one shiny coating to protect
against lasers and other energy weapons.

Even in the low glow of the force shields, he could see that the
uniforms were poorly designed for ground combat. Once day came, the
mirrored surface would be a beacon or at least hilariously inadequate
for hiding in a forest.

Commander Hesses followed them out, a small, stocky man wearing the same
sort of space suit as his guards. He looked at Agent 957, seeing, Agent
957 knew, a big man wearing layered armor that blended into its
surroundings. It might not do as well against energy weapons, but it did
have protection against them.

Hesses opened his helmet. “Your command over this mission is finished.
With the destruction of my ship, our mission is no longer to assist the
Genetic Management Office, but first of all to survive to be rescued.
You’ll find that I’ve forwarded these orders to all of my people.”

Agent 957 gave him a shallow bow. “I’m sorry you feel that way.
Capturing the resistance’s leadership is vitally important to the
survival of the Human Ascendancy. Surviving is important, but not as
important as removing the threat Jadzen Akri and her people pose our
civilization. If you don’t believe that, your usefulness to our society
has reached its end.”

Commander Hesses said, “Just like that, then? You’re going to kill me or
have my people do it for you?”

Agent 957 said the word that when said with the correct modulation
caused any military personnel hearing it to freeze and wait for orders.

Something near Commander Hesses hummed and he laughed. “That’s right.
We’re prepared. Don’t think that you’re the first to try something like
this.”

Ten more people followed Hesses out of the shuttle, all of them holding
weapons.

“Motivators—“ Commander Hesses began, but then he stopped.

Agent 957 tried a different modulation of the word and Commander Hesses
and all his people froze.

“Kill Commander Hesses,” he said.

And they did.

I woke up to find Marcus knocking on my door. “Rise and shine. It’s time
to save the world.”

He sounded as tired as I felt. I got up, finding that the space next to
my bed was only barely wider than my body, making me wonder how people
who were overweight were handling this. The best thing I could say about
the room was that it was larger than a Japanese capsule hotel room, but
those might have been better designed. From what I’d heard, in capsule
hotels, the bed was the floor. My room had space under the bed for
storage. It contained the Rocket suit and my clothes, but no one could
get stuck between the bed and the wall in their rooms.

“I’ll be out in a second,” I said and started pulling the stealth suit
on. I left it in stealth suit form. The time for fake clothes had
passed.

“Do you mind if I come in? I’ve got a question I don’t want to talk
about in the hall.”

“I… Okay. Go ahead.” I unlocked the door with my implant and pulled on
my shirt. Marcus stepped in and sat on my bed as I pulled on my pants.
Whatever. We’d been dressing in the same room for more than two weeks
now.

The pseudo-Xiniti silver color made me think of the space suits you’d
see in movies from the 1950s. At least he wasn’t wearing a fishbowl
style helmet. That would have been embarrassing for both of us.

My pants and shirt sealed together into a seamless bottom layer for the
Rocket suit. Marcus leaned back against the wall. “After this is over,
I’m thinking of asking Tikki to come home with us.”

I turned to look at him. It was the first time I’d seen him completely
serious in a long time. “Do you think she’d want to?”

He shrugged. “No way to tell without asking, but she doesn’t have
parents. She knows us better than she knows anyone here. It’s a new
world either way, but this way she’d be with me.”

Sitting down on the bed next to him, I thought about it. “I can see
that, but she’d have a whole new planet and a totally different culture
to get used to.”

Marcus nodded. “A free culture, though. Here, her only choice is to live
in hiding or in a dictatorship. That’s barely a choice. We can show her
the basics and our implants can set up a package for cultural
expectations and rules—not to mention English. I checked. She could
access all of it through her bracelet.”

I checked. He was right. The implant could set up a basic “cultural
orientation” package for other people to download. We could direct its
attention to specific cultural practices, but it could use its default
guidelines and handle it automatically too.

“Wow,” I shook my head. “I had no idea that was possible. It’s too bad
we can’t hand this all over to people at home. I’m sure there are a
bunch of cultural anthropologists that would kill to find out what the
default guidelines for a ‘cultural orientation package’ include.”

Marcus grinned. “Yeah, I bet,” but then he took a breath. “The only
thing that worries me is race. She’s not going to get it. They handle
what we’d call race totally different here.”

“Really?” As I said it, the implant explained what he meant. Race wasn’t
a thing here. The Abominators used skin, eye, and hair color to indicate
which version of a project they were on, starting either from dark or
pale skin. Most of the human genelines that the Abominators created
could pass for Asian, Middle-eastern, Latin American, or Central
American, depending on the geneline. Genelines that passed for European
or African were genelines that the Abominator creator didn’t change
after the first version and then kept them isolated.

Before Marcus could explain it, I said, “My implant just gave me an
infodump. How did I miss that and why didn’t you?”

“Easy,” Marcus stopped leaning against the wall. “You didn’t talk with
many people outside our group, right?”

“No.”

Marcus grinned. “Exactly. You, Jaclyn, and Cassie all look like the
powered zealots that the Human Ascendancy would pull out when things get
tough. So most people were too nervous to talk to you, but they did talk
to me. I wondered why but its because I pass for normal here. So that’s
why the council was so nuts every time we met with them and why they
wouldn’t listen to us. I don’t think they believe you’re a nutjob but
they think you look like one.”

“Wow.” I thought about all the cues I must have missed. It made me feel
like I needed to rethink every reaction I’d received since arriving. “I
wish you’d said something earlier.”

He nodded. “Yeah, that’s fair but I didn’t get it either until right
around when we caught Maru. I just knew something felt different. That’s
when I looked it all up.”

I thought a little more. “So maybe she won’t understand it, but it seems
like the kind of thing the basic cultural package should include. She’d
probably be fine.”

Marcus closed his eyes for a moment. As he opened them, he continued,
“Yeah. She probably would be okay. Good point. Now I have to get up the
nerve to ask her about it.”

He blinked. “Oh, crud. Jaclyn just messaged me to ask if I got you yet.”

I opened the door. “I guess we’d better go.”

We stepped into the hallway. It was little more than walls of an
indeterminate gray material broken up by one door after another, all of
them leading to rooms just like mine.

As we walked toward the stairway, I asked Marcus, “What about Sydney? No
one ever said anything, but when I’ve seen either of you in the last
year, you’ve mostly been together.”

Marcus’ walk slowed for a second. “That’s been complicated. We’ve been
interested in each other, but it’s never been the right time. Her dad
got shot at her brother’s high school graduation. After that, Sean
stopped speaking to her because she admitted that Camille was her
half-sister and tried to get to know her. That went on for almost a year
and for most of that time Haley, Sydney, Camille, and I were all of the
Heroes’ League that was active in Grand Lake. I know you were around,
but you were busy with college and Stapledon, you know? Anyway, we
didn’t feel comfortable messing with our ‘working’ relationship.”

“Yeah,” I said and we stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

He shook his head. “Her dad cheated on her mom for years, so she doesn’t
exactly trust guys, right? She’s dated and then dumped three different
guys since I’ve known her. Plus, she knows she’s kind of screwed up and
she didn’t want us to hate each other. Anyway, we were both freshly out
of relationships this spring and beginning to think that maybe we could
try something, but then this trip came up. So that’s where that is.”

I blinked. “Okay. Wow. I had no idea.”

He leaned against the wall, nodding. “We didn’t make a big deal out of
it. Right now I’m feeling like it all worked out for the best. Tikki’s
so much more relaxed. Her parents are both dead and she lived under a
dictatorship, but she’s optimistic and sees life as an adventure. And I
don’t feel like I’m walking on eggshells all the time, you know? It’s
fun—well, except that we may all die, but, I’m feeling optimistic about
that now that they can’t hit us from orbit with a battleship.”

I looked up the stairway. They had to hear that we were down here even
if they didn’t know what we were saying. “Sometimes plans work,” I said.

Marcus grinned. “I’m pretty sure that was the first time I’ve been
useful for this whole trip.”

I put my foot on the step. “You were useful when we saved Tikki from
those Waroo mercenaries.”

He cocked his head. “You know, that probably helped. There’s nothing
like showing up when someone’s getting attacked to establish that you’re
one of the good guys. Still, I didn’t do much even then. You and the
plant did more fighting.”

We both started walking up the stairs. Almost to himself, Marcus asked,
“I wonder where the Waroo are now?”

“No idea,” I said, but by then we were off the stairs and standing in
the big room on the second floor.

People filled the space. It felt like the big group scenes just before
the final battle of a Star Wars movie—or at least of A New Hope or
Return of the Jedi. People stood or sat, wearing colorful clothes from
cultures that I didn’t recognize but my implant did, labelling them with
notes that I could click on and explore. Some clothes were made of shiny
futuristic materials. Others appeared to be leather (some of it scaled),
furs, or coarse fibers. Those had been made here.

Despite the resemblance to Star Wars, everyone looked human except for
Katuk and the plant. Like everyone else though, they circled around a
projection showing the colony and the land around it, featuring the
positions of the enemy. Since I’d last been awake, the Human Ascendancy
had filled the starport’s landing field with military shuttles. Beyond
that, we’d seen that they’d filled the area between Landing and the next
town over with camping soldiers and spacers.

Everyone turned to watch us as we joined the group. Then, out of
nowhere, people began to shout, hoot, cheer and clap. They backed away,
opening up a path so that we could make our way to the middle and stand
next to everyone else.

Tikki kissed Marcus and people reached out to clap our shoulders or
touch our costumes. It was a strange sensation. I wasn’t sure if I’d
ever been in the middle of a group of people that I’d helped right after
I helped them. Most of the time, we disappeared into the shadows.

As I reached the middle, Kals smiled at me. “You don’t know how much
people in the resistance have wanted to do something like that. We’ve
had ships, but we’ve never had anything that could take on a battleship.
We’ve got a chance to live now.”

Next to me, Cassie leaned toward me, her ponytail swishing behind her
head. “Wait till you see the plan we worked out. We’ve also got plenty
of chances to die.”

Past Cassie, Jaclyn kept her voice low and arms crossed, “It’s not that
bad. We did our best for everyone.”

At the front of the room, standing with the window opening out to the
glow of the colony’s buildings and streets behind her, Jadzen raised her
arms and said, “Please, we are all thankful for what they’ve done, but
we all know that there’s more that we all have to do.”

After a few seconds everyone stopped talking, reminding me of being in
elementary school—if Jadzen Akri were a third grade teacher and she was
organizing her class to kill the fourth graders.

That, in turn, made me wonder if we were in the middle of a retelling of
The Magnificent Seven or, bearing in mind that we were marooned on
what was metaphorically a desert island, what if this were a retelling
of The Lord of the Flies?

“Now,” Jadzen said, moving her eyes across the group, “we have at least
three different problems left. First, while there may be more of us than
them, they’re all trained military and we aren’t. Second, they still
have the shuttles, fighters, and military equipment. We don’t have much
military equipment. Third, they had members of the Ascendant Guard, the
First Ascendant’s elite forces, on the Annihilation—two of whom we’ve
been told about—Neves and Kamia. There may be more. In addition, they
have a motivator—Agent 957. We have members of the Xiniti nation, but
they can’t solve all of our problems. We will have to fight along with
them.

“Our plan is to make their numbers a disadvantage, damage or destroy
their ships, and hope that between the Xiniti and ourselves, we can
handle what’s left.”

I raised my hand. “You know where I’d start? Those force field
generators you’ve got. I was looking over the design with my implant and
it looks like you could set a timer that would turn off the force field.
After that, though, you could change the width of the projection to
something really thin, maybe monomolecular, and rake across the ships. I
don’t know how long the power would last after that, but you’d poke
holes in the ships and it would open the whole place up for the
animals.”

Two men on the other side of the circle from me laughed. Both wore
homespun clothes with grey, blocky weapons holstered on their hips.
Short and narrow-faced, they might have been brothers. I thought I
remembered seeing them with Alanna’s tech group.

“We’re not laughing at you,” one of them said. “I’ve been telling Sian
over here that someone would figure it out eventually.”

The other guy—Sian, presumably, gave a slow grin that reminded me a
little of Lee. I didn’t feel the telltale hint that he was an inhuman,
eldritch being from beyond time, but I did have a gut feeling that the
two of them were casual killers.

Sian leaned over the glowing map between us. “We’ve been using the
technique for assassinations back home. We have a list of spots where
making little holes will disable a shuttle. Asan and I are still
calculating if the shield generators will have enough power, but they
should.”

The other guy—Asan—said, “Look, from what we’ve got so far, I’m 99%
certain it will work.”

Jadzen didn’t let them go any further. “We’ve been watching the
Ascendancy camp from a distance and they seem to be fighting among
themselves—not an all-out civil war, but we saw what appears to be the
naval commander’s body on the ground near one of the shuttles. Since
then, there have been a number of murders among the naval staff—“

Sian muttered, “The agent’s consolidating power.”

Jadzen glanced over at him and frowned but continued, “and they don’t
appear to have organized any kind of patrol schedule with the fighters
yet or replaced the codes on our shield generators with their own. Since
the starport is now nearly empty of people, Sian and Asan will use the
shield generators to damage the shuttles and the fighters. Meanwhile,
our people will herd the native megafauna toward their main camp. When
they arrive, the shields will be down except for the shields around the
towns themselves, and the animals will be able to charge and attack
whatever they like.

“We know that after we do this, they’ll retaliate. It’s possible that
they’ll try to find us in the tunnels and it’s certain that someone will
have the technology to find us. We’re going to hope that they’re too
busy to try, but if that happens, those of us remaining in the caves
will resist. We’ll let those of you outside the caves know if we can’t
handle what we’re facing, but your primary responsibility will be to
find and capture or kill the leadership—Agent 957 and the Ascendancy’s
guard.”

It sounded reasonable even if finding the leadership in the chaos of a
big fight would be harder than it sounded. I asked our group with my
implant.

Katuk sent back, “Our implants can monitor Ascendancy battle
communications if we’re in range. I believe we have a realistic chance.”

I checked the implant’s data on secret communication methods that they’d
broken and the Xiniti had broken quite a few—both enemies and allies. I
doubted that the Hrrnna and the Alliance would be happy to find out how
much the Xiniti had access to, but I wasn’t planning to tell anyone.

Jadzen went on, assigning people to specific duties, but we were set. As
she talked, I checked with the group. “Just to get this straight, but
we’re all going in with the animals, right?”

A few feet down the circle from me, Jaclyn gave a lopsided smile,
sending back, “That’s it. They’ll be sending people with us to start the
animals going and Crawls-Through-Desert will be directing us and
supporting forces from a distance since he’s experienced at that sort of
thing.”

Near Jaclyn, Cassie shook her head. “That’s what I meant when I said
we’d have a lot of chances to die. We’re going into battle on the backs
of a herd of crazed animals. It’s going to be fun, but is it crazy?
Hell, yes.”

Thirty minutes later found us outside in the warm sun, standing upwind
of a field that was inland and slightly to the north of the settlement.

The creatures in the field reminded me of both elephants and
rhinoceroses. They had grey, wrinkled skins, tusks like elephants, but
with the long, wide snout of the rhinoceros and a small horn on the top
of the snout. Their upright, triangular ears made me think of wild boar.
Their wide legs made me think of tree trunks.

They had all of an elephant’s size, and maybe more. I wasn’t sure how
tall elephants were, but the smallest of these creatures had to be
taller than 30 feet at the shoulder.

As they grazed, scooping up huge mouthfuls of the green, waist-high
grass, I could only wonder how much they ate in a day.

Jaclyn stood next to me, looking out at the herd. “I hate this,” she
said.

I glanced over at her. “Yeah?”

She sighed. “You remember back when Rook kidnapped Cassie and we broke
into his base? You got stuck running all of that. You offered it to me
and I didn’t take it.”

“Right,” I remembered it well. She’d been right not to let me hand it
off to her. I’d started it moving and it wouldn’t have been fair to dump
it on her.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I hope we all live through this.
If we don’t, it will be my fault.”

“Not entirely. We’re all going to make our own decisions. Some of them
won’t be the best, but they’ll mostly be our own fault.” I watched her
face. This was a bad time to have a crisis of confidence.

I couldn’t read much. Her face barely moved until she gave a half-smile.
“It’s nice of you to say so, but remember what you did. When you heard
they were pumping the base full of nerve gas, you sent Izzy and me back
and you went on alone. We only came in at the end. I wish I could do
that. Then I know you’d all be safe.”

She let out a breath. “If Marcus dies, I won’t even be able to explain
how he died to his mom and dad. The block’s still working full force for
them.”

It was my turn to sigh. “Yeah. I don’t know what to say. I’m sure Agent
Lim will help you come up with something, but I’m sure that’s not what
you want. Do you want me to take over?”

She grinned. “No. I know this one’s mine, but you can have it if I go
down.”

“That’s kind of dark.” Maybe this was a crisis of confidence.

She laughed. “It’s realistic. We have to plan for it even if it’s only
temporary. You know the plan and they’ll listen to you. That’s what we
need. And don’t worry about me. I’m sure that half of the reason I’m
worried is that they wouldn’t let me leave the dog back in the cave.”

Tiger paced up and down in front of the group of us and looked over at
Jaclyn before sitting down. He seemed bigger than I remembered. He’d
been listening better than I expected as well. As willing to eat humans
as the adults appeared to be, Tiger seemed to have been born to be
domesticated. He’d learned to follow Jaclyn’s orders better than dogs
from home.

As I thought about that, the implant gave me a vision of dogs like Tiger
fighting Xiniti at the side of Abominators and their human slaves.
Though I could feel that there was more to learn, I didn’t go into it.
For the moment, I knew enough. They’d probably been created by the
Abominators to serve humans, much as normal dogs did on Earth.

Near us, Marcus eyed the herd, possibly painting it in his head. Cassie
had pulled her gun from its holster on her thigh and was pointing it
past the herd toward the settlement—probably using its sensors. Katuk
stood completely still and watched the beasts.

That wasn’t everyone. Maru had volunteered to go with us. He knew the
creatures, the terrain, and my tech blocked his powers. If Alanna’s
implant modifications tried to force him to betray us, he wouldn’t be
able to. That wouldn’t be true back in the cave.

He walked up to us. Short with dark hair, he wore a jacket and pants
that changed color to match the grass as he walked. He wasn’t invisible,
but he might be from a distance.

Stopping in front of us, he bowed. “How are you handling it? I hate
moments like this. You’re ready, but you can’t do a thing until someone
else gets into position.”

Jaclyn let her hands drop to her sides. “I’m doing fine. We’re all going
to do fine. In case you didn’t know, Nick’s my second in command. He’ll
do fine too.”

Maru smiled. “That all we can hope for. I plan to do fine too. And in
case you didn’t know, my voice won’t compel the creatures down there
like it does humans, but it will help.”

Nodding, Jaclyn said, “Thanks for telling me. I guessed when you
volunteered, but I didn’t know.”

Crawls-Through-Desert’s voice sounded in our heads. “We’re on track to
be in position in two minutes. You can start.”

“Got it,” Jaclyn sent back and the plant ended the call. By then we were
all looking at her. She said. “You heard what I heard. It’s time to get
moving. Remember that you have to be scary enough to start them running
but not scary enough to start them fighting. Let’s go!”

We started running on to the plain, aiming for a herd of creatures that
seemed go on for as far as we could see. People shouted. The dog began
to bark. I turned on the sonics, wondering what frequency would work
best.

The shouting didn’t do anything.  A few of the giant elephant/rhinoceros
things looked over at us without much interest. The ones nearest the dog
made grunting noises and began to sniff the wind, a good idea except
that we were upwind. Then a few began to move forward, away from the
barking, swinging their heads around to look for the noise.

When they saw the dog, one of them made a deep noise somewhere between a
growl and a roar. Some of the smaller ones bolted away, but the large
one turned toward us.

We weren’t intimidating enough, and why would we be? Judging from the
Rocket suit’s readouts, the nearby creatures ranged from two to thirty
tons.

I narrowcast a barrage of noises at the large one, hoping that one of
them would hurt it, but even better, hurt it in a way that made it run
away instead of at us.

It didn’t run, but it did back up a step.

Not intimidated at all, Tiger kept on barking and even growled at it.
The creature growled back and I considered giving up the sonics, but
didn’t. I’d used the setting where an algorithm cycled through sounds,
and we weren’t done.

As it hit a collection of high pitched notes, all of them at noise
levels that hurt the human ear, the creature wheeled away and ran after
the smaller ones, stopping some hundred feet away and turning to face
us. The smaller ones had stopped just past it, turning sideways to watch
us out of one eye.

Tiger kept on barking but he didn’t run ahead, staying near Jaclyn, and
then it stopped running when she did.

By that time, we’d all stopped shouting.

Cassie gave a short laugh, put the gun back into its holster, and
crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, that’s going to be harder than
you’d think. You want me to start shooting at them? We’ve got to get
these suckers moving.”

Jaclyn exhaled. “I think you’ll have to. Can you burn them without
hurting them much? Because we don’t want to kill them. Maru, you said
you could affect them. Can you make them uneasy? Because if you start
with that, and then we start with the dog and whatever noise Nick made
with the sonics, and if we were far enough away from each other that
we got a bunch of them moving… Well, we might get all of them going.”

She looked over at Maru. “Are you going to be able to keep up or will I
have to carry you?”

In a quiet but still penetrating voice, he said, “I’ll be able to keep
up.”

She nodded. “Once we get them going, we’ll need to keep them on track.
Tiger and I will stay on the right side. Nick go to the left. Everyone
else can go where you’re needed, but you’ll probably end up at the back
at first.

“Alright, we know that Maru’s going to start. Cassie’s going to shoot—“

Cassie shook her head, raising her voice to say, “I’m giving them a
light show first. If that doesn’t work then, yeah, I’ll shoot.”

Near Cassie, Katuk said, “I will create light and fire off my weapons as
well.”

Jaclyn nodded. Turning to look at Marcus, Jaclyn asked, “What are you
doing?”

Marcus grew to 12 feet high with skinny legs and arms and a featureless
face. Tentacles grew out of his back while his League uniform turned
into a black suit.

Jaclyn’s eyes widened. “Slenderman? Seriously? They’re alien herd
animals. They don’t know their memes.”

Marcus shrugged, using his shoulders and all of the tentacles. “I need
the legs to keep up with you guys and I really think they’ll find the
tentacles scary.”

Jaclyn started to reply, stopped, took a breath and said, “Fine. Just
keep up, but don’t rule out imitating Tiger. I think that would work
better.”

Maru cocked his head and looked up at Marcus. “I don’t know if you’ll
scare the beasts, but I think you’ll scare the men. We have legends
about things that look like that.”

Marcus peered down at him, mouthless face opening to say, “No kidding.
That’s crazy.”

Jaclyn held up her hands. “Whoa. Let’s not go down this road. Maru do
your thing. Everyone else, wait for my say so, but then do what you do.”

The first time Maru had been shouting with the rest of us except that
his shouts had the queer tone that activated our defenses. This time he
imitated the creatures’ grunts and the noises the large one had made as
the smaller ones ran off, but still with that same queer tone.

His voice rose in volume, activating my suit which started to buzz. At
the same time, the herd beasts turned to look at us, making grunts and
multi-note whistles that sounded nervous to my ears. As he grew louder,
so did they, and it wasn’t just the nearest beasts that seemed nervous.
Every one of them in sight began to look around or sniff the air.

When Tiger began to bark, a few of them ran away, darting across the
field. A few of them followed. Then Jaclyn waived to Cassie and
I. Cassie raised the gun and pulled the
trigger. Instead of a burning beam that killed what it touched, bursts
of bright light came from the gun in no particular rhythm.

More beasts began to run. Not all of them kept on running once they
started enough ran that I could hear footsteps thunder across the field.

I fired off the sonics and this time I wasn’t narrowcasting. Everyone
could hear and not just my target. I set the sonic device on my left arm
to blast the frequencies that worked earlier on and off. I set the
device on my right arm to randomly blast other frequencies at extreme
decibel levels and sometimes dog barks.

During my first barrage of the new sounds, the creatures began to run. I
took off, flying toward the left side of the herd, but aiming my sonics
toward the middle. Behind me, the rest of our group began to follow the
herd.

For all that it was true that the creatures could not possibly recognize
Marcus’ shape, I couldn’t deny that the combination of spindly limbs and
waving tentacles was creepy.

As the creatures gained speed, I realized that I could hear their feet
hitting the ground from the air. It was the sound a thousand bass drums
might have made if they’d been played by elephants with a poor sense of
rhythm, a cacophony of thumping noises that overlapped each other.

I’d worried that Cassie’s gun or my sonic weapons might warn the Human
Ascendancy’s forces of our attack, but it didn’t matter. The creatures’
running drowned out everything we could have attempted.

Thanks to the Rocket suit, I had the best view of anyone. As Jadzen Akri
had described, the Ascendancy troops weren’t organized. People at the
far end of the camp stood at attention while on the other end of the
camp, they stood in groups, many of them holding weapons or holding
their ears.

At the same time, people from the organized end of the camp walked out
of formation, accompanied by guards. When they reached the groups of
milling people, the groups would break up and join the formation.

Through our implants, Jaclyn asked, “What are they doing? Do they know
we’re coming?”

“No,” I watched as one group shot a man from the formation only to line
up themselves as another shouted at them from another side. “It looks
like one group is trying to get control and the rest are resisting the
motivators, but I don’t think their hearts are in it.”

I angled the sonics downward as a group of the beasts began to veer away
from the main group. Giving them a blast of high pitched noise followed
by tiger-terrier barks inspired them to rejoin the main group. For all I
knew, the barks were enough.

Maru spoke through the implant link. “It’s the agent. The spacers and
soldiers aren’t comfortable with him running things, but they also
aren’t comfortable openly rebelling. The motivators will have them in
minutes. It’s not hard to use that.”

He might have said more but Crawls-Through-Desert’s voice. “We’re in
position and turning off the shields. Are you ready?”

Jaclyn said, “Yes. We’ll be another 30 seconds. Does that look right to
you, Rocket?”

I used my helmet’s HUD to measure the distance. “That works.”

It didn’t feel like thirty seconds and maybe it wasn’t. Maybe we gained
speed as we went. It felt like we did. As we grew closer, the formation
broke. Why it had held, I didn’t know. Maru might have. It was most
likely simple to explain. My best guess was that it had been hard enough
to get people into formation that they didn’t want to let them out.

I saw the people run in all directions, grabbing for weapons or trying
to escape.

No one appeared to be listening to anyone when the glow of the force
fields faded, leaving the open area past the town of Landing
unprotected. At the same time, the shields around the shuttles turned
into thin lines and began to cut.

The shields around the towns stayed up, but it did no good for the
Ascendancy’s people. They couldn’t go through.

The Rocket suit didn’t include cameras good enough to see emotions on
people’s faces as the first wave of creatures hit and I felt grateful
for that. There were so many beasts and so many people that the
creatures weren’t even trying to hit. They were only trying to run
between the gap between the two towns with glowing force fields—except
that there were so many of them that they had to stay close.

The Ascendancy soldiers dodged, and ran. A few of them flew, but it
didn’t matter. They couldn’t move quickly enough to avoid being
trampled. They were buried under a gray wave.

That’s not to say that they didn’t try. Weapons fired. Lines of bright
light hit creatures in the herd, killing them or hurting them, but not
enough to stop the herd from coming.

A few of the one man fighters made it into the air, but they made it
into the air with wings broken and damaged grav plates. The constant
wobbling made it clear that they were lucky to be in the air at all.

One started to take shots at the herd (or maybe at us) before its wild
shots made it clear that it couldn’t hit anything. It wheeled around to
limp after the other fighters.

When the gray wave of beasts finally broke and the herd made it out the
other side, we could see what we’d done. From one side to the other,
everything appeared to be flat, from vehicles to people. It wasn’t
literally flat, but it felt that way.

Tents, small buildings, and small vehicles had all been smashed. People
too.

That had been the plan, but a plan was abstract whereas the blood and
broken bodies were real.

I couldn’t do anything about the death and destruction now and I
reminded myself that we’d done this because we didn’t have the ability
to meet them in a fair fight without losing a lot of civilians.

Looking past the force fields, I saw that not everyone had died. One
hundred, maybe two hundred of the Ascendancy’s people had run out the
other side of the field and were watching as the last of the creatures
ran across the field and out towards the forest and fields on the other
side.

As much as they must have been terrified and freaking out after watching
their ship die and their crewmates trampled by giant space elephants,
some of them were with it enough to begin firing at me. Flashes of light
hit my suit and I felt heat across my chest.

I dove, dipping below one hundred feet, the height of the force fields.
They stopped firing or at least stopped hitting. I wheeled around,
heading back toward the rest of our group. “Hey everyone, you saw that,
right? Do we have any reason to go after the rest of them?”

“No,” Jaclyn waved at Katuk and the both of them turned around to join
Maru, Cassie, Marcus and the dog.

Even as I turned, more shots came across the field at me, none of them
hitting for the moment. Checking my HUD showed that some of the
Ascendancy soldiers had taken cover behind the corners of the fields and
were shooting at the group of us. We weren’t close, so they weren’t
hitting, but they’d hit if we stuck around.

I flew across the dead and damaged, finding that Cassie and Katuk were
firing back, Cassie with her gun and Katuk with a gun that had formed on
the right arm of his armor.

Through my implant, Jaclyn said, “Nick grab Cassie, Katuk take Maru, and
I’ll take Marcus and the dog.”

Marcus’ body warped and shifted as he dove toward Tiger, surrounding the
dog’s body with grey goo and sprouting wings. “Form of winged dog
crate!”

Tiger whined and bent over to sniff his stomach, barely having time to
try it before Marcus grabbed Jaclyn’s shoulders and she started running.

“Tell you what,” Cassie told me as stepped toward her, “put me over your
shoulder and I’ll keep on firing.”

“Don’t shoot my legs, okay?” I picked her up and gave the rockets fuel.

Gasping as the Rocket suit shot forward, pushing my shoulder into her
stomach, she said, “This is the worst way to fly!”

Even as she said it, she’d already started firing. Beams of bright light
shot backward, throwing up chunks of soil, bouncing off the force
fields, and keeping the Ascendancy soldiers back behind cover.

She didn’t shoot my legs, but I was happier when I wasn’t watching her
fire.

We kept up with Jaclyn and Katuk, staying low and whipping around the
corner. Cassie stopped firing. “It looks like they’re heading toward the
landing field.”

“They probably don’t know about the team that destroyed the shuttles.” I
landed next to everyone and let Cassie stand on her own two feet.

Cassie watched the Ascendancy soldiers go. They were running about as
quickly as Cassie or Maru could run—much slower than Jaclyn, but fast
enough that they’d be down there in minutes.

Katuk watched them for a moment. “Crawls-Through-Desert, the Ascendancy
group is running in your direction. Do you require assistance?”

The plant’s response came in a short burst. “How many of them?”

Katuk glanced toward the field and said, “Perhaps one hundred.”

I followed his gaze. He was right. They’d left maybe half of the
survivors and sent them into the field to search for people to save. I
didn’t begrudge them that. I’d have helped if I could.

The plant said, “We’re going to hide. Get over here and extract us.
Watch for the Agent and the Guardsmen and while you’re at it, don’t
underestimate the rest of them. They’re probably all powered and all
marines.”

The group heading toward the landing field had already disappeared
behind the town of Landing. The plan had been to hit the group and then
withdraw. Crawls-Through-Desert’s group was only large enough to do its
job—take out the force field. We hadn’t gone any larger because Hal’s
prediction was that the survivors had a good chance of heading to the
tunnels if Agent 957 still led them after the attack.

Jaclyn turned to the group of us, “You know what this means?”

Marcus’ mouth twisted. “More dog crate duty.”

“More flying,” Cassie holstered the gun. “Let’s get it over with.”

Maru frowned. “We don’t have time to waste.”

“Then let’s try to stay together. Follow each other’s position with your
implants if you get separated.” Jaclyn glanced over at Marcus and he
started to change.

Cassie looked up at me. “This time around just carry me. It’s still
going to be awkward, but at least I won’t get the wind knocked out of
me.”

It felt like it took more time to get ready than fly over there. We
passed the town of Landing in a blur, touching down next to the lower
edge of the town’s force shield, allowing us to look down the hill at
the shuttles. At first look, the damage wasn’t obvious. They were all
intact. The force shield around the landing area was even still up. The
Rocket suit’s sensors showed warm spots under the shuttles where the
beams cut pieces out.

Crawls-Through-Desert, Tikki, Kals, a small group of armed townspeople,
and Asan and Sian, the techs responsible for the force shields stood
waiting for us there.

That was the good news. The bad news was that we could see the
Ascendancy troops on the other side of the landing field, standing out
against the grass, the force fields giving them
a blue glow. Judging from the soldiers’
armor and equipment, I knew they’d be over here soon.

The plant’s fronds rustled. “We need to move.”

We weren’t going to be able to carry all these people across the fields
and over to the caverns or take on all of the soldiers directly.

Sian and Asan looked at each other. “We can open the shields and cut
through town. We know where the explosives are. They don’t.”

We looked at each other. It seemed like a bad idea whose time had come.

“Do it.” The turret popped out of the bottom of Crawls-Through-Desert’s
pot.

Asan and Sian ran toward the nearest force field pole and the nearest
section of wall stopped glowing. We all ran inside and the blue glow
appeared behind us.

The plant waved a branch toward the hill. “Run into town. Once we get
out of sight we’ll decide where we want to come out. Don’t go into any
buildings without my permission.”

That left us running up the same path we’d taken when we’d landed on
Hideaway even if it wasn’t the same place. Right next to the starport,
the force fields only protected a path up the hill. Here, near the lower
edge of town, the force fields protected an area almost as wide as the
town.

On the far side of the force field, the Ascendancy troops would have to
go entirely down to the starport and possibly around it in order to
catch up to us, assuming we stayed on this side of the town. We’d
probably have to, considering that the caverns were also on this side of
town.

Overall, it wasn’t a bad plan. If we started running from where we’d
been, it was mostly open fields between here and the caverns, meaning
they’d be able to take potshots at us from a distance the entire way.
This way, it would be hard to guess where we’d come out of the force
field, and even if they had people who could take down or fly over the
walls, we knew the streets of Landing better.

With any luck, we wouldn’t have to find out either how effective their
armor was or how effective their weapons were on us. Thinking back to
how much time Hal had spent running me through space combat simulations,
I felt all too aware that I hadn’t done as many first person shooters
set in space, meaning I didn’t know the Ascendancy’s hand to hand combat
tools and techniques anywhere near as well.

Also, the soldiers’ body shapes and sure movements reminded me of Haley
and Travis. That worried me.

It didn’t take long before we’d reached the first full block of houses.
We jogged down the dirt road, moving down the cross street and out the
view of anyone who might be watching.

Thinking about that, I released a couple spybots so that if anyone did
fly down from the sky I’d see it.

Kals caught up with me as we ran, sending a message directly to my
implant. “How did it go? I know that it worked because you made it here,
but how many more do we have to worry about?”

I told her. “This is about half of the uninjured survivors. The other
half is searching the camp for anyone they can still save.”

She stared at me for a moment. “That’s a lot more dead at once than I
expected. How was Maru?”

I checked the spybots feed in my HUD. Nothing. So I answered her, “He
did fine. He helped get the herd moving. He didn’t try to betray us.”

She grinned. “I didn’t think he would. My mom was worried about him. She
didn’t think he should go so soon after everything Alanna made him do.
She was worried he might take crazy chances to prove himself.”

“Maru?” He didn’t seem like a crazy chances kind of guy.

She checked over her shoulder. “I didn’t think so either. Hey… I need to
go back and push some of our people to keep up. Talk to you later.”

I checked behind us in my HUD. She was right. Three of the
rifle-carrying townspeople were lagging behind. Kals turned and ran back
to join them, running and talking alongside them, keeping her voice low.

The most interesting thing to me was that my anti-voice defenses never
buzzed, meaning that she wasn’t using her power to get them moving. It
was something to respect at least.

I glanced over at Maru. He ran next to a few of the other townspeople
without saying anything. For all I knew, he could be having a long and
drawn out conversation via implant with one of them. On the other hand,
in his place, I wouldn’t be in a hurry to use my implant. So it might be
that he was just running next to them, but didn’t want to talk because
he didn’t know what they would say.

Crawls-Through-Desert whirled around, stopping in front of a block of
eggshell shaped houses. “We’re close to leaving Landing. If we follow
this street out, we’ll have some cover from trees and there’s a ridge
that we can follow. It should give us cover at least part of the way
there and we’ve got a floating platform hidden nearby. Follow me.”

Near me, Jaclyn said, “It’s nice not to be in charge.”

At the same time, I saw a flash of light, but not in front of me—in my
HUD. I found it after searching frantically through the pictures. It
wasn’t the flash I found though. It was the flash’s creator.

The spybots were high enough that their pictures showed only the upper
parts of row after row of egg-shaped buildings, some larger than others.
At least ten of the Ascendancy’s troops hung by their claws on the
sloping walls, leaping toward us.

I sent everyone a picture of the troops jumping from one eggshell to
another along with the thought, “Are we upwind or downwind of them?”

It wasn’t as if I could feel that inside the suit.

“No wind,” Cassie sent back, pointing her gun upward and shouting,
“Incoming!”

My bots showed the Ascendancy troops two rows off from us, but that
didn’t matter. They knew where we were and they were leaping between the
houses in the nearest row to get at us.

The first one to jump died before he landed, hit by a bright beam from
Cassie’s gun that burned through his chest and out his back. As for
myself, I fired off goobots. Some people might see that as taking the
situation insufficiently seriously but I saw it differently. I only had
so many killbots along and didn’t know if my standard bulletbots or
boombots would pierce their armor.

The goobots, on the other hand, stuck to armor.

I hit the guy right behind Cassie’s hit with a goobot that covered the
guy in goo with strands of goo flying far enough behind him that they
stuck to the nearest house. He never reached the ground. His momentum
carried him in front of the house, sticking him to it fifteen feet above
the ground.

Claws didn’t help him get away. His arms stuck in the goo as it
hardened.

Out of the corners of my eyes, I saw the rest of the fight even though I
couldn’t give it the attention it deserved—Katuk firing beam from his
arms and then the middle of his chest, Jaclyn jumping to meet one of the
soldiers in the air, Marcus stretching upward to grab someone in the
air, and the townspeople’s marksmen firing constantly.

It would have gone perfectly if they were less agile or stupider, but
instead of continuing to come in from the direction we expected to see
them, they changed course, splitting up, landing on the street to the
right or the left of the group.

I wheeled around to help. While I don’t know exactly how close the
Ascendancy’s troops were to Haley or Travis in performance, my estimate
is that they were close enough.

I couldn’t hit either one easily when they were close enough for hand to
hand combat and I couldn’t hit these guys either. According to Haley, it
was agility, but that understated their better than human senses. The
combination of both was hard to deal with though.

I fired a goobot at one after he landed on the street in a crouch, but
he smacked the bot into the street and jumped away before it expanded
onto him.

With a jump and a slash of his hand, he made a long gash across the
stomach of one of the townspeople. He would have gone for the person’s
belly again except that Maru leaned in to kick the soldier in the chest,
knocking him backward into a roll. He jumped forward toward Maru except
that Maru had pulled out a pistol and shot the soldier in the faceplate
of his helmet.

The soldier fell backward and lay on the street.

Meanwhile, Tikki had pulled the injured townsperson into the darkened
sphere of time manipulation that she’d called up. I barely had time to
speculate that she might be able to accelerate healing when I noticed
another soldier leaping toward the road from an eggshell house.

I tagged him with a goobot, which, like the last one, expanded to stick
to the nearest house. Only this time the house was two houses down the
street from where we were, something we were grateful for because the
house exploded.

Pieces of the house fell into the street, all of them covered with black
scorch marks, and still burning. The same could be said of the guy I’d
covered with goo.

I didn’t have time to wonder who would rig their home to be that easy to
explode or think too hard about the guy who’d just died. More Ascendancy
soldiers were landing on the street than I’d seen with my bots, meaning
that they were coming from another direction as well or that I’d been
wrong about there being ten of them earlier. It also meant we were in a
real danger of being overwhelmed.

One landed on top of me as I checked my HUD to see if anyone needed my
help.

The Ascendancy fighter hit the base of my neck with enough force to
leave me paralyzed or dead if I hadn’t been wearing armor. Since I was
armored, I fell forward. I didn’t have a clever countermove for handling
this, but my reaction time was good enough that I grabbed the man’s
legs. So even though I fell forward, so did he, hitting the street.

It didn’t damage either of us much, but I had the presence of mind to
let go of one leg and fire a goobot up his body as we hit the ground,
gluing his entire right leg, left thigh and right arm into one position.

Then I let go of his other leg and stood up, leaving him stuck to the
ground.

I checked my HUD for threats, seeing more Ascendancy soldiers dropping
in from above. One dropped off to my right, clearly expecting that I
wouldn’t be ready to fight yet. I didn’t hesitate. As he turned to rake
me with his claws, I punched him in the chest—hard. The armor gave and
he flew backward, tumbling a few times and not getting up off the
street.

I turned my attention back to our group, finding that the townspeople
had retreated into Tikki’s globe—which had expanded a good ten feet in
diameter.

Kals and Maru fought Ascendancy soldiers but didn’t use their voices to
do it. That would have been a mystery, but the implant cleared it up.
The Ascendancy regularly fought other Abominator influenced human
civilizations. Their troops’ helmets filtered out external motivators
and allowed Ascendancy motivators to command them through the helmet
while allowing environmental noises.

That left Kals and Maru to fight using their fists or guns. They were
good at it. They used pistols to keep the Ascendancy soldiers at a
distance and then when soldiers closed, they were both fast enough to
dodge while the other one fired a pistol.

They took care of two of them that way that I saw—possibly more.

That’s to say that they worked as a team. They had to. They were better
than a normal person, but not fast enough to face an Ascendancy soldier
alone. While they weren’t without armor (their jacket and pants seemed
stiffer than clothes), they weren’t as armored as the soldiers. I
suspected a solid hit could kill either of them.

I checked my ammunition levels. I had five killbots and I knew I had to
save them. If I didn’t, I’d encounter something big and they’d be gone.
Beyond that, I had 100 standard bots, 50 boombots, and 32 goobots.

Once I ran out, I’d have to depend on my sonics or my laser. In the
meantime, I decided to do what I could to make their lives easier.

I shot one that was coming straight for me with a goobot, making him
immobile and fired off a series of standard bots at one of the two
soldiers that had landed near Kals and Maru. As expected, the bots
didn’t pierce the soldier’s armor, but the series of five hits to his
helmet and chest knocked him sideways and put me higher on his kill
list.

He leaped at me, reaching out with his claws and leaning sideways to
avoid my shot even as I aimed my arms in his direction—except that I
used the sonics. I expected that his equipment would filter out an
attack on his ears, but I attacked his technology, hoping maybe I’d hit
a frequency that damaged his filters.

It didn’t happen soon enough.

He landed off to my left, flanking me, striking my ribcage. Protected by
my suit, I didn’t take any real damage, but it knocked me backward. I
didn’t fall over, but I did stumble and he took advantage of it,
reaching out with both his arms to grab at me, probably with the intent
of ripping my armor apart.

Before that happened, his helmet made an audible cracking noise and he
froze for a second. I fired the laser under my left arm, burning a hole
through his right leg.

The soldier fell over and I stepped backward to avoid being hit by him.

At about the same time, another Ascendancy soldier slashed at Kals with
his claws. Kals stepped back, avoiding it, but slashed at the soldier
with a knife. He avoided it by jumping sideways, landing to her right,
flanking her.

Maru and she had been fighting with Tikki’s bubble of time distortion at
their backs, making it impossible for anyone to approach them from
behind. It also meant that they couldn’t back up because the moment they
touched the bubble, they’d find themselves moving slower, allowing
themselves to be attacked while they were halfway in and halfway out.

Kals couldn’t back up to avoid her attacker because she’d be vulnerable
to more attacks, couldn’t go left because she’d bump Maru and couldn’t
go forward without opening up her back to the soldier flanking her or
becoming the target of another soldier.

Maru stepped sideways, moving in front of her and aiming his pistol at
the soldier. When he pulled the trigger though, it didn’t fire.

The Ascendancy soldier leaped at him, grabbing Maru’s pistol hand and
then ripped right through Maru’s armor, tearing out his intestines with
the other hand.

Kals drove her knife into the soldier’s neck, cutting most of the way
through. The soldier fell.

Moments like that cause you to rethink what you’ve been doing. I’d left
60 bots out of my calculations. In addition to the others, I had 20
observation bots, 20 spybots and 20 EMP bots. I’d left out the
observation bots and spybots because they weren’t much use in a fight
and the EMP bots because I’d been assuming Ascendancy soldiers would be
using equipment hardened against EMP bots at my tech level.

When I considered the question in that moment, the implant gave me the
Ascendancy equipment’s known specs and I compared them to my bots.

Instants later, I fired off ten of the 20 EMP bots, targeting all the
nearest soldiers. On Earth, I might have used one, but now I knew what
would work here.

The bots set off a simultaneous blast of static that filled all the
channels my suit and implant were monitoring. Both devices worked well
enough to filter it out, but reports scrolled down my readouts. Over my
implant, I flashed Kals what I’d done, making clear the important detail
that their helmets shouldn’t be able to filter her voice out anymore.

She probably could have guessed. The moment the EMP bots exploded, the
soldiers ripped at their helmets, claws out, tearing chunks away.

She shouted, “Surrender!”

When they held their hands up in the air, she told them, “Watch to see
if anyone attacks us. If they do, attack them!”

With that, I finally had time to look around again both literally and
figuratively. Above us, the spybots showed the few Ascendancy soldiers
retreating, jumping away from us. It looked to me that they were going
in the direction of the starport, the last place I’d seen the main group
heading.

We’d won. Paying attention to the ground gave me a sense of the price.
Four of the houses around us were burning. I wasn’t sure what it said
that I could only remember two of them exploding.

Beyond the houses, the bodies of soldiers littered the ground, a few of
them covered with goobot goo, not all of them hit by me. Jaclyn and I
had been working on options for her beyond punching people. We’d come up
with a sling and several types of ammunition (one of which included
depleted uranium) that she could fling at people (and vehicles) from a
distance.

Many of the soldiers had broken legs, smashed arms, large burns and were
sometimes missing sizable chunks of their bodies.

Jaclyn stood next to Kals, bending over Maru’s body. Behind losing his
intestines, his lower body appeared to be covered in blood. “He’s dead.
See there? That’s his descending aorta. The soldier ripped it open. My
guess is that he’s lost almost all his blood. I’ll bring him to Iolan,
but he’s got no pulse.”

Jaclyn picked him up and disappeared in a blur.

“Over there,” Crawls-Through-Desert’s pot flew down the street and we
all followed, escorted by our squad of mind-controlled soldiers,
stopping at one of the eggs. After removing a floating platform from the
garage, we all climbed aboard and flew toward the caverns. We left the
soldiers on the ground, commanding them to stay there—which they
would—until the end of time or until someone noticed they were there.

No one followed us or attacked us which surprised me. I’d expected an
attack on the way back, but on the other hand, they didn’t have many
people and we’d found a way to get around their ear protection.

We rode across the near-empty plain between the caverns and Landing,
floating over the green grass with Cassie, Tiger, and Katuk ready in
case any of the local megafauna decided to take a piece out of us—Cassie
and Katuk to shoot them, Tiger to bark at them.

Kals didn’t say much during the first half of the ride. When she did,
she began with, “You know, I never even liked him. He was a friend of my
dad, sure, but after my dad died, I thought that his devotion to my mom
bordered on creepy. That’s true of a lot of people. The resistance is
just short of worshipping her half the time. Maru though, he was around
all the time and made it visible to me in the way that the others
didn’t. Also? Maru was good at his job. Mom thinks in the big picture.
Maru thought in the small details. He made things work.

“I don’t know where we’ll find another person like him. Mom needed him a
lot.”

She stared out at the grass. “I don’t know how I’m going to tell her
that he died for me.”





Warriors


        Agent 957, Hideaway, Landing Starport

It had been an utter disaster. Agent 957 couldn’t see it any other way.

The sun beat down as he stood at the edge of the field, outwardly
supervising the marines and the few spacers who’d survived as they
ransacked the ships, trying his best not to let anything show.

If the marines had lost respect for him, he didn’t see it, but helmets
covered their heads so it wasn’t as if he could read their facial
expressions. Besides that, Ascendancy policy was to keep soldiers as
compliant with authority as possible. They could be screaming inside and
he’d only know it if he deliberately asked.

The spacers were allowed a little more agency, but not
much.

The spacers never looked him in the eye. He wasn’t sure whether that was
due to hatred or fear.

He kicked a can of… something—water or food, maybe. That got a few
looks. He saw them out of the corner of his eye, but the spacers turned
their attention back to unloading and organizing the supplies before he
had time to glance their way.

It was all his fault. Between the destruction of their battleship and
the death of its commander, the Ascendancy forces had been in such
disarray that they hadn’t seen the herd coming toward them or realized
that the force shields were down until the creatures were pouring into
the camp.

If he failed to capture Jadzen Akri and the council after all this, he’d
need to go into hiding—and maybe even if he succeeded. He’d lost a
battleship and then most of its crew.

He took a series of slow breaths. No, he told himself, the commander
lost the battleship. I lost the crew and even then it’s not all my
fault. They’re supposed to be trained to handle this. They knew about
the megafauna on this hellhole. They should have been watching.

As he began to feel better, he thought again about how the resistance
had damaged the ships—all of them. Whoever had done it had used
something to poke holes in the shuttles’ engines and control mechanisms,
consistently targeting the exact same spots on all of  the shuttles with
an eye toward making sure there were no spare parts.

Whoever they were (and he had ideas), the attack showed the same
techniques as half a dozen incidents across Human Ascendancy space. His
implant had the details.

He could give up any ideas he had about going into hiding. Whoever had
done this had destroyed not only the shuttles’ engines but those of his
own fighter, making it impossible for anyone to get off the planet and
signing his death warrant at the same time.

Footfalls came from behind him. He knew whose they had to be and if they
were upset, he’d die.

He turned, seeing them, all of them current or former members of the
Ascendant Guard. Neves, the biggest of them—tall, dark-skinned and with
massive muscles. Neves had some connection with the Abominator servants
still on Earth.

“Well,” Neves said, “that was a massive fuck up. We were too far away to
even hear about it before it was too late.”

“I know. You were the only ones I could trust. Did you find them?”

Kamia, pale skinned with hair so blonde it was nearly white, laughed.
“No. You sent us to the caverns, but they’ve had years to hide and we
had more than fifty miles of caverns to search. Their people were
clever. We lost men to their traps and tracked their signs through caves
without once ever catching them.”

Agent 957 frowned. “What about Abominator technology?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t sense any in the caverns. I caught a
hint of Abominator out here while I was in inside, but I assumed that
was a mistake.”

Neves shook his head. “No mistake. The survivors reported that one of
the ‘Xiniti’ carried what sounded like an Abominator gun.”

Kamia’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t say anything at first, but added,
“I’ll watch for it. I could use another.”

Agent 957 glanced at her waist where three oddly shaped guns hung in
their holsters (not to mention the other items in their pouches). They
couldn’t all be sentient weapons.

Next to Kamia, Four Hands shook his head. “Don’t even think about
acquiring another. You know what the masters’ weapons were like. That
way lies madness.”

One of the few of the Abominators’ genetically bred zero-g repairmen to
make into the Guard, Four Hands stood a foot higher than the average
member of his people. Wearing powered armor that protected his body from
the planet’s gravity, Four Hands had hands instead of feet and a mind
designed to understand technology.

Turning away from Kamia, Four Hands addressed the agent. “I received an
ansible communication that reinforcements are on their way. It’s
anyone’s guess as to when they’ll be here, but they’re coming. That
means that when they get here, they’ll find out about this.”

He waved a hand toward the rows of damaged shuttles. “We’d like to offer
you a chance to save your career and life. We don’t believe in capturing
members of the resistance. We believe that all of them, from the
youngest child to Jadzen Akri, need to die. We need you to help us
control what’s left of the troops. In return, we’ll vouch for you to our
supervisors. You’ll be a hero and better yet, you won’t be executed.
What do you say?”

Agent 957 let out a breath. “Yes.”

Castle Rock Compound, Colorado, Earth

Rachel woke.

She’d been dreaming of flying through space, the stars blurring and
stretching as she flew. She’d dreamt of this before but this time it
felt real. The cold of space didn’t hurt her while intangible, but she
knew it was out there waiting for her or anyone else who made the
mistake of phasing into reality.

That was one of the other differences from past dreams. In the past,
she’d suspected that others were there too and even thought she’d heard
voices but this time she knew it for sure. The voices were as clear as
anyone’s she’d ever spoken to.

“Come with us,” they told her, their sound as empty as the dark space
they flew through. She knew they weren’t talking. They were in her head.

“We need you. All of your people need you—the hidden Artificer needs
you, your brother and your friends need you, and the other humans too.”

She’d said, “I don’t know you and I’m not going anywhere until I know
more. If you want to talk, talk. I don’t want you in my head until I’ve
got a solid reason to allow you in.”

That was when she’d woken up alone in her dark dorm room, her chest
heaving. Grateful that she had her own room this year because it meant
that she only woke herself up, wishing she had someone else to talk to
at the same time, she considered texting Tara. Then she shook her head.
It wasn’t worth waking her up for a dream. Tara deserved to sleep and so
did the other upperclassmen she knew best—Travis, Rod, and Samita.

She turned on the light, realizing that she was not alone in the room.

A being of hazy light, it had a woman’s shape and a hint of her
grandmother’s face as well as her own. Its whiteness against the red
stone walls made her think it ought to be in a Patrick Nagel painting.

All she said was, “Whoa. You’re real.”

The being of light met her eyes. Its eyes had no white. They were black
but sprinkled with stars. “We are real. Come with us. You are one of our
descendants. Come with us and save your brother and your friends.”

She looked it up and down. “You already said that. How can I trust you?”

It held up its hands. “You know us already.”

She considered that and the dreams she’d been having practically since
Nick left, all of which featured glowing figures in space. If she were
honest with herself, she had to admit that this made a degree of sense
and that she didn’t have much choice but to trust it. Given Nick’s track
record, she found the idea that he’d found trouble out there in the
stars entirely too believable.

“What do you want me to bring?”

It did nothing, appearing to consider the idea. “Yourself. Nothing more
is needed. Phase out and we will show you the way.”

“Nothing?” She barely thought about that before throwing off her pajamas
and putting on her utility belt, feeling her costume spread out and
cover her body. Grabbing her gunbelt—which included two guns and
magazines of ammunition—she added, “No clothes? What about a toothbrush?
Shampoo?”

“All will be provided.” It paused. Then, “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready,” she said and phased out, grateful it hadn’t somehow forced
the issue before she put on her costume. There’s no way she was going to
perform a rescue wearing Snoopy pajamas.

The Fringe of the Issakass Alliance

Lee stood on the surface of the small moon, grey dust sticking to his
claws—all of them. He wondered if he’d lost his pursuer and doubted it,
but if that were so, he had things he needed to do. If not, well, he had
other things he needed to do.

Halas appeared in front of him, looking worse for the wear even though
he, like Lee, could repair his body as needed. He wore the form he’d
used when they were traveling across the multiverses when they were
young, an inchoate cloud of dust.

To Lee’s eye, the dust seemed tired. It had always moved and swirled,
almost ready to take form, but here it was just a cloud.

Lee wore a form he called the “multi-dimensional dragon,” a form that to
creatures capable of seeing only three dimensions appeared to be
stretched and wrong with too many limbs and bodies or not nearly enough.

“Well,” Lee said, “it appears that you’ve caught me
again,” and waited for the next part. He
knew what was coming.

“Caught you,” Halas said. “No, I’ve killed you. Remember our mutual
friend Bakanan?”

Lee did. Bakanan had never been as good at fighting, but made up for it
with his strength. Even as Halas finished his sentence, Bakanan
materialized above them, all claws, teeth and scales in his own version
of the multi-dimensional dragon.

Their struggles broke the moon.

The Caverns, Hideaway

Maru didn’t make it. Even as Jaclyn carried him away, I didn’t think he
would. Despite having advanced alien tech, it’s not realistic to expect
that they’d have the ability to handle disembowelment combined with
massive blood loss in a colony’s medical center.

“If we’d been at home,” Iolan began, “I think I could have saved
him.”

We were on the second floor of Jadzen’s cavern home in the open area
where the council met and we’d made battle plans. As before, we were
looking out on the lights of the hidden settlement. Unlike before,
Maru’s body lay in storage elsewhere in the cavern.

He hadn’t been the only one who’d died. One of the colonists had died
too, done in by a punch that hadn’t killed him outright, but had done
more damage to his internal organs than I could see.

Jadzen had said a few words over the bodies and now we were back here
looking out into the caverns and deciding what to do next.

Jaclyn turned to look at Iolan. “You could have saved him.” The flatness
of her tone made it a statement, but it hung in the air like a question.

Iolan nodded. “He was still warm. He hadn’t lost anything we couldn’t
bring back. We have large tanks that we can use to repair the body.”

I thought about the Abominator birthing chambers that I’d seen in the
research facility in New York during the Hrrnna invasion and the similar
chambers that Rook had been running. It was all probably variations on
the same tech.

Marcus turned away from Tikki. “It sounds like the medical tech in Star
Wars.”

Iolan said, “Star Wars?”

Marcus glanced over at me and then back at Iolan where he sat next to
the table. “It’s an entertainment franchise set in another galaxy in the
past. It’s about a rebellion against an evil empire… You guys would
probably just see it as normal life.”

Kals and Jadzen walked into the room next. They both had reddish eyes
and glistening cheeks. Jadzen gave Kals’ hand a squeeze. They looked at
each other and let go. Jadzen stepped up to a crowd of council members
and Kals walked up to Marcus, TIkki, Jaclyn and I.

As she did, Iolan stood up from the table, pushing his way out of his
chair. He put his hand on Kals’ shoulder, carefully avoiding any skin
and said, “I’m sorry about Maru. I did everything I could.”

“I know,” she said.

Iolan walked toward the Jadzen and the other council members. Kals
looked over the group of us, atypically quiet. Then she sighed. “How are
all of you doing?”

Jaclyn met her eyes. “I feel like we should be asking you, but while I
can’t speak for anyone else, I’m doing alright.”

Kals smiled. “I’m doing better. Mom understood. She’d been worried since
he left. I told you about that. She was worried that he might take
terrible chances in order to redeem himself or even commit suicide.”

I shook my head. “He didn’t do that. He tried to protect you, but it
wasn’t like he jumped in front of a blow meant for you. You two were
working together and he happened to get unlucky.”

“I know. It’s not good that he died, but at least he didn’t throw away
his life out of despair.” She gave a twisted smile. “It’s not much of a
consolation, but it’s better than nothing.”

Tikki stepped closer. “I feel like I haven’t done enough. I was close. I
don’t know if I could have saved him, but I feel like I should have
tried.”

Marcus put his hand on Tikki’s shoulder. “You couldn’t do much. I mean,
seriously. Your power doesn’t do much offensively.”

Tikki didn’t say anything at first, but then she added, “I’ve been
thinking there are ways that I could have used it.”

To the back of our group, Cassie spoke up. “Don’t beat yourself up over
it. I don’t know what you’re thinking of, but it probably wouldn’t have
worked. If it’s a new thing, it almost never works the first time and
that’s even less likely in the middle of a fight. Now if you’ve been
practicing something day after day, that’s the move that’ll work.”

Tikki sighed and lowered her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never practiced
it, but it didn’t seem hard…”

“Take it from me,” Cassie told her. “Everything I do is supposedly
simple but it never works out that way.”

Tikki took in a breath, possibly ready to argue the point. She didn’t
get to. Jadzen rapped her hand on the table a couple times.

“We should begin the meeting now. Everyone please sit down at the table.
We need to plan our next steps.” Jadzen looked us over.

I was inclined to listen. I had a nagging feeling that what was left of
the Ascendancy’s force would try something soon.

Jadzen waited as everyone sat at the table. “As we’re all too well
aware, Maru died while fighting Ascendancy forces today. While I find a
new assistant, I’m going to have Kals take over Maru’s role. She might
not want to continue in it for the long term, but right now she’s
familiar with everything I need her to know.”

“Meaning,” Kals sent to me via her bracelet, “she knows that everyone in
the colony knows me and she knows that the group of you like me and
don’t like her.”

I sent back a feeling of amusement via implant.

Meanwhile, the council members congratulated her and she thanked them.

“You love me now,” she told them, “but wait until I ask for your next
resource report.”

That led to laughter and groans from the group. I was about to message
her and ask what she was talking about when she sent to the group of us
that Maru had people report on their used supplies to get a sense of
what they needed to order from off-planet or needed to learn how to make
here.

“Everyone knows it needs to be done, but nobody likes it,” she told us.

Aloud, she addressed the Council. “As you’ve heard, the plan worked. We
drove a herd of megafauna into them. I don’t know how many died but from
what I saw, most of them died or were too hurt to fight. Between the
destruction of the ship and all the shuttles, they can’t have working
medical chambers, so their forces are reduced to 200 or 300 people at
most, and it might be less than that.”

She looked around the table at the group. “There’s one problem. The
surviving members are part of the Ascendant Guard. We know that Neves
and Kamia are among them and there might be more. Agent 957 might be
among the dead, but he might not. We don’t know. Either way, they
probably have experienced motivators, so we can’t let our people get
near them.”

One of the council members asked, “Do we know what they’re doing next?”

Kals shook her head. “We don’t. We have people watching outside and they
haven’t seen anyone try to enter the tunnels that lead to us. Cameras
near our traps and decoy entrances show Neves, Kamia, and a few others
trying to find us. What we don’t know is whether they’ve given up after
what happened to the rest of their group—“

Another council member, a big man with dark skin and faintly glowing
eyes, interrupted her. “They’ll never give up. They hate us. The Guard
killed more of us than anyone else. I served in the First Citizen’s
mansion. He wants us all dead!”

Kals blinked and then frowned as he talked over her, but then said, “I
know. That’s the problem. I’ve talked to our techs and they don’t know
what the Guard members are doing. All anyone knows is that they saw them
heading back to the shuttles. Since then, we haven’t seen anyone heading
back here.”

From there it turned into a discussion of whether or not the Guard would
bother when they hadn’t made it past the decoys, had far too much area
to search and needed to consider issues like surviving on the planet.

Iolan pointed out, “While I agree that the Guard are fanatics, even they
have to see that they’ll never be able to capture us and bring us home
now.”

Glowing eye guy shook his head. “They’re fanatics. Killing us and then
dying at the Xiniti’s hands would be a success in their minds. We’ve got
to find them and kill them first.”

It went on until Crawls-Through-Desert interrupted. “I’ve fought the
Guard. We have to assume they’ll come after you. Casone,” he must have
caught glowing eye guy’s name, “is correct. They’re fanatics. They won’t
give up and if they think they’re going to die, they’ll probably kill us
all to preserve their reputation. Imagine the Xiniti ships arriving to
find that the only living humans were the Ascendant Guard—who would then
commit suicide if they didn’t think they could steal a Xiniti ship.
Before they died though, they’d send recordings of them killing Jadzen
and all of the Xiniti assembled here to the media through the ansible.

“No, you can be confident that they’ll play their best hand every step
of the way.”

Casone nodded. “The murderous bastards.”

Crawls-Through-Desert floated above the table. “The Xiniti group needs
to rest up and be ready to go tomorrow morning. We can’t be sure the
Guard won’t attack tonight, but we’ll do better with rested people than
tired people. It the meantime, if Jadzen allows it, I’d like to talk to
the techs. We need to work out a system for finding them before they
find us. I’ll also need Nick for this. Is that alright with everyone?”

Jadzen glanced over at Kals and then said, “Do it and take Kals along as
well. She needs to know this.”

Thinking back to when Marcus and I destroyed the battleship, I’d seen
four armed and four-handed people in the engine rooms. I wasn’t sure but
I might have seen them on the ground as well. The implant identified
them as a geneline designed to be good with technology. I wondered how
many survived and what they might be doing.

If any survived, they’d be working on the traps and decoys right now.

I couldn’t know that, of course, but if I thought in terms of the
Ascendency’s situation and resources, it seemed reasonable. Our main
protection was the caverns’ size in combination with the decoys and
traps the colony’s techs created.

If the Ascendancy had genetically modified technical geniuses, they’d be
throwing them up against that. That’s what I’d be doing anyway.

I hoped the colony’s techs were as good.

Not long after that I found myself walking across the cavern city to the
technical building we’d captured Alanna in before she’d committed
suicide. When we walked inside it looked the same as before. Black
cylinders as tall as I was while wearing the Rocket suit filled the
room. As I remembered from the last time we were there, the cylinders
collected ambient energy and stored it.

They’d been collecting energy for years despite being inside a giant
rock formation. I hadn’t had the chance to ask for details when we’d
been there last time. I might get to this time, but I doubted it. The
implant had a selection of technologies that it might be and I suspected
I’d have to content myself with going through them later when I had
time.

Kals, Crawls-Through-Desert and I followed one of the techs up to the
second floor of the building. There weren’t any cylinders there. It
looked like a lab. Desks and long tables with dismantled machines and
parts of machines filled the room. Tanks with cloudy liquid were
scattered throughout the room—next to walls and on top of desks and
tables. Though they weren’t easy to see through, the tanks contained
hard objects. If I watched, I thought I could see new objects grow.

Neither Kals or the plant showed much interest as we met Asan and Sian
at the back of the room and took another flight of stairs up to another
floor. This one was a mixture of desks, storage closets, and parts—lots
of parts. The implant labeled the ones I gave any thought to and
sometimes I recognized parts from my experience with the ship’s alien
tech.

Asan and Sian stopped at a desk and pulled out chairs from it’s nearest
neighbor for Kals and I. The plant floated next to the desk. Since I was
wearing the Rocket suit, I half expected to crush the chair when I sat
down, but the most recent version of the suit was lighter than the last.
The chair held.

Asan grinned at us. “Jadzen wanted us to talk about what we could do to
detect the Ascendancy’s people before they made it down here.”

Sian sat in his own chair. “We’ve been thinking about this for years and
we’ve got a system already. It’s not perfect, but it should work. The
core problem is that while there are methods we could use to send
information through the rock without physical material, they make it
easy to triangulate our location.”

In his own chair, Asan tapped on the desk with a stylus. “Not only that,
it’s practically an invitation to start decrypting everything we say.
So, we went old school. We put in cable—a nearly mono-molecular cable
that we used bots to pull through the rock.”

“So,” Sian said, “we have cameras on the other end of the cable that are
smaller than pimples. We watched them this morning as they searched the
caves. They had no idea.”

Asan grinned. “We’re several steps ahead of where you all think we are.
We’ve got people and computers watching the feeds whenever there’s
movement.”

Keeping my movements minimal, I asked, “Did Alanna know about the
cables?”

“Yes,” Sian frowned, “but she didn’t know where each one of them was.
Everybody uses cables like this. They’re practically impossible to
find.”

It sounded good. I thought about how I’d counter something like that. If
I could detect it with some work, I’d send people in to remove the
cameras and then bring in the rest behind them. If I couldn’t detect it,
I’d either accept that I’d be making an attack with no chance of
surprising anyone, or maybe I’d figure out a way to obscure how many
people were going down any given tunnel. Dust, maybe?

My implant called up lists of known ways that Xiniti had defeated
similar systems. Depending on the type of camera, it included the use of
chameleon suits, sending dust down the tunnel or exploiting the limits
of a known type of camera.

“Do we use different types of cameras or all the same kind?”

“The same kind,” Asan nodded. “A good point. They’d have to know the
type of camera, but they might be able to get past all of them. It’s not
likely.”

“Did Alanna know?”

Sian frowned again. “Yes. I think we could swap out a few cameras, but
they didn’t think like that yesterday. Why would they change their
approach?”

I thought about it. “I don’t know that they will, but I’m thinking that
if they’ve got any techs left, they’ll be assigned to this now.”

From the stairwell came the sound of voices. I couldn’t quite make out
what they were saying, but they’d become louder.

Sian and Asan looked at each other. Asan said, “We need to go
downstairs. It sounds like the Guard just showed up.”

“Showed up?” I kept on talking as they turned toward the stairs and
motioned us to follow. “I wasn’t aware they’d gone missing.”

Sian turned to look at me. “We’ve been watching them since they left or
we’ve been trying to. The Guard have chameleon tech. It doesn’t make
them invisible to the eye if you know what to look for, but they’re
invisible to sensors. After they left the tunnels, they disappeared.
We’ve got visual sensors on the outside, but the better they are, the
bigger they are, and the easier they are to detect. So we’ve got other
sensors for longer distances, but chameleon tech can fool those.”

We all walked down the stairs.

Kals talked over my shoulder at them. “Wait, when I called you guys for
a report earlier, you didn’t say anything about chameleon tech. You said
that you’d seen them heading toward the shuttles.”

“Exactly,” Asan shouted back, “We watched them until they disappeared
from visuals.”

Sian added, “Maru knew about the chameleon tech.”

Keeping her voice close to level, Kals told them, “Maru’s dead and he
didn’t pass that on. You can’t assume I know everything he did.”

Maybe there would have been more to that conversation if we hadn’t made
it to the second floor by then. In the second floor lab, techs crowded
in one corner where pictures from different cameras showed Neves (big,
dark-skinned man in black armor), and Kamia (a pale woman in red armor
with at least three guns). It also showed one of four handed techies,
but this one was bigger than any of the others and wore armor.

None of them wore the Human Ascendancy military’s logo—a human outline,
head upraised to the sky. All three wore what my implant identified as
the Ascendant Guard’s symbol—a human outline with a rifle held across
its chest.

Along with them in the tunnel were more of the Ascendancy soldiers with
claws and teeth that resembled Haley and Travis. A smaller number of the
four-handed techs stood in the hall near them, aiming devices up and
down the walls. They were the size I expected them to be.

A fourth person stood near the clawed soldiers. Wearing blue armor that
doubled as a space suit, he paced up and down the cavern next to the
troops, stood behind the techs as they analyzed their surroundings, and
turned his helmet toward the Guard members and watched them, turning
away before they looked in his direction.

The symbol on his armor was the Human Ascendancy’s man with his head
upraised to the sky, but in this case, a DNA strand had been shaped to
fill the human figure’s body. My implant identified it as the symbol of
the Human Ascendancy’s Genetic Management Office.

This was Agent 957, the guy who had followed us across space and used
Alanna to find the colony.

It was almost disappointing. When someone does something like that, you
expect them to be bigger than life and this guy, well, he wasn’t.

From what little I’d seen of him, I got the impression that he was
nervous and maybe afraid of the Guard members.

That all passed through my mind in a moment. In the next moment, I knew
that we needed to know more.

“Where are they? Is that a tunnel that might lead them here?”

The techs turned around to look at me. One guy shrugged. “Uh… Yeah. That
one’s a real way in. It’s defended, but I suppose someone might be
capable of getting past it, but we watched these guys try this morning.
They didn’t get anywhere. Can’t say I see any reason to believe they’ll
do better tonight.”

Another tech, one with blue-tinged hair, shook his head. “I don’t know.
This time they’ve got a bunch of handsies to help.”

The first tech said, “I’ve never believed those guys were much better
than any other techie. It’s not like hands make you smarter.”

“They don’t,” blue hair said, “but I worked with those guys back when I
was on a ship and some of them were far past normal—“

All the screens went black, or at least all the screens that showed
Ascendancy troops.

Crawls-Through-Desert spoke, “We need an estimate of the best time they
could realistically make it here from the point that they were at. We’ll
need to know both the speed if they knew how to disable all the traps
and if they don’t.”

The blue haired tech said, “With traps disarmed is easy. It’s about 30
minutes. Assuming that they can disarm the traps and break through the
force field, but don’t know how? My guess is about an hour or two. If
they’re lucky, 45 minutes.”

The plant’s fronds waved. Through my implant, I heard, “Drop the tunnel
on them. You can do that, can’t you?”

The techs concentrated. Some of them closed their eyes. The screens in
the air changed from black screens to new sections of the tunnel and not
all of them the same section. Each screen was numbered, starting from
927 through to 978, but with a seven screen gap in the middle—the
screens that had gone blank.

Screens below 942 through to 933 and above 949 through to 956 showed
chunks of rock fall. Some screens went dead. Others showed closeups of
rocks and pebbles.

“There,” the first tech said. “We brought a couple tons of rock down on
them. We can’t bring down the entire tunnel, but that should be enough
to kill them.”

I sighed. This guy, whoever he was, didn’t spend enough time watching
whatever their equivalent of action movies was. I didn’t have time to
tell him so before screen 962 showed the rockfall begin to move. At
first, rocks were all we saw. They moved up
the tunnel, pushed forward by something. From experience, I doubted that
it was telekinesis. I couldn’t quite say how it looked wrong for that,
but it did.

Then a yellowish-white glow broke through the stones, first in small
beams of light and then thickening until the top of a yellowish-white
globe broke through the top of the of the pile. Within seconds, we could
see Neves’ bulk, followed by the four handed Ascendant Guardsman. For
lack of a better idea, I decided to call him Four Hands in my head. What
I’d do if his relatives had also survived was a problem for another day.

I wondered what his actual name was. Four Hands sounded like the
Ascendancy equivalent of a racist nickname, a thought that didn’t make
me feel good about coming up with it on my own. I supposed that I could
ask him for his name if we both survived.

For all the technical skill that I assumed Four Hands had, it wasn’t his
force field. Kamia stood behind Four Hands, her armor glowing with the
same color as the force field. Behind Kamia walked Agent 957, the
Ascendancy soldiers, and more of the “handsies” as one of the techs had
called them.

It didn’t seem like there were as many as there had been before and the
troops’ armor had long scrapes and sometimes blood. I wasn’t sure that
the blood was theirs.

“Again! Drop the ceiling on them again and keep it up,”
Crawls-Through-Desert told them.

The techs looked over at Asan and Sian. They agreed.

The techs did what they could. The first two times rocks covered them
the force shield shed “sparks.” I wasn’t sure what else to call the
fragments that fell away from the shield. I knew how my ship’s shields
worked, but these personal shields were a different kind of technology
and outside of my experience.

My implant identified Kamia’s armor and the shields as Abominator tech.
It figured. They’d created the empowered portion of humanity, so they
might as well have built us tools.

“As soon as you find that they’re in a section where you can blow up the
tunnel, do it. That shield can’t have infinite energy. One of the times
that it gets hit, it will fail.” The plant floated closer to the
screens, its pot blowing air out of the holes in the back.

The blue haired tech said, “I think I’ve figured out the speed at which
they push through the rubble. They should be at the next explosives site
in five minutes.”

“Five minutes? You guys didn’t line the whole thing with explosives?” I
didn’t really expect that they had, but it seemed worth a question.

The blue haired tech said, “No, we didn’t want to risk damaging the
stability of the caverns. There are tunnels all over and some of them
are close to other or close to spots in the rock that could have side
effects if we blow them up. Besides, we might need the tunnel later even
if we want to blow it up now.”

That made sense.

Ignoring me, the tech continued, “We’re going to blow sections 970 to
977 in three minutes. Everyone quiet, please. No distractions.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Kals touching her bracelet. In
the next moment, her voice was in my head. “I’m alerting my mom. We’re
going to have to evacuate or fight, probably both.”

“You’re right,” I told her. “I don’t think we’re going to stop them
before they reach our cavern. We need to prepare an ambush.”

I wished I had a direct line to HAL just now. He’d probably have some
useful observations. Unfortunately, tons of rock made an effective
communications barrier. On the other hand, if anywhere in the cavern had
a connection outside, it was here.

I considered whether or not I could ask anyone about it and decided I
couldn’t. At the same time, the screens corresponding to the next
sections of the tunnel appeared in the air.

The blue haired guy said. “We’re going to blow the next section. One…”

Then all the screens went blank. After a second, words appeared and the
implant translated. It said, “We’re coming.”

Then it went blank again.

The blue haired tech turned to Asan and Sian, “The bombs won’t respond.”

As I considered how the Guard might have done that, my implant vomited
the Xiniti’s experiences with these Guard members into my brain. Among
the more memorable lines was, “Four Hands and Kamia have a remarkable
synergy between his technical expertise and her Abominator device that
allows her to attack computers, AIs, and implants.”

While it didn’t explain this, that’s something I would have wanted to
know long ago.

“Crap,” I said, “implants? We’re going to have to turn them off or at
least the communication part.”

I queried my implant to find out if we could turn them off. We couldn’t,
but we could turn off outside communications. While I was at it, I
checked what the Xiniti experience of fighting Kamia had been.

It hadn’t been good.

While they were well aware of her device’s ability to attack implants,
they weren’t always in a situation where they could drop
communications—flying spaceships, for example—and she made her presence
a surprise. Plus, and they didn’t know how, she had some way to get
around disabled connections. They suspected it required touch, but they
only had implants from dead Xiniti to go on.

Whatever the Abominator device was, it didn’t leave much evidence behind
and the damaged implants had been boobytrapped more often than not.

We were so screwed.

I heard Kals telling everyone (maybe including me), “We’re evacuating
right now.”

Then she turned to the blue haired tech. “Blow every bomb in the tunnel
between them and us. Don’t wait for them to get close. Got it?”

“I get it,” the guy said and turned back to the picture.

As that conversation went on, I used my implant to tell our group what I
knew about Kamia, including Kals and Tikki. It’s possible that the
Xiniti might not want everyone to know how effective Kamia was against
them and how, but Katuk had told us. As far as I was concerned, the
colony had entered “need-to-know” status, a point I highlighted in Kals’
message.

As I sent it off, Kals turned to me, dropping her jaw. She didn’t wait
to discuss it with me or Jadzen, making a general announcement on the
channel the colonists used for emergency messages.

Crawls-Through-Desert, meanwhile, had floated back into the corner. I
had no idea what he was doing as he floated there, but I supposed he was
more dependent on computer systems than any of us. He was probably
trying to figure out what he could afford to shut down.

Then Kals voice filled my head.

“Everyone must shut off the network in any implant they may have
installed. This is also true of any AI you may be harboring among your
possessions. The Ascendancy troops have an Abominator device capable of
connecting to your devices and taking control. Turn them off if you can,
but if you can’t you have to disable communications if you want to
survive.

“Before you shut them off, remember that we’re using the standard
evacuation plan and rendezvous point, but code red evacuation. That
means now! They’re coming down tunnel four. Good luck.”

From outside came the click of doors shutting, voices talking and
shouting, and footsteps. Amid all of that, my Rocket suit’s comm beeped.
Since I wasn’t wearing the helmet, I checked my glasses’ mini-HUD.
Jaclyn was calling.

I took the call.

“Just when I get used to using the implant, it signs up with the bad
guys… Anyway, we’re setting up near tunnel four. We might send people
with the evacuees. It depends on how badly this goes.”

Keeping my voice low, I said, “Got it. We’ll be there as soon as
possible.”

We ended the call and Kals said, “Now what?”

“We’re meeting near the opening of tunnel four.”

“I’ll go with you.” She stepped away from the techs and walked over to
me.

The techs, meanwhile, were grabbing bags that they kept next to their
desks and running down to the next level, following Sian and Asan. The
standard evacuation plan didn’t leave the techs here to defend the
place—not that you’d expect the techs to do it, but someone would have
to stay and slow the invaders down in most evacuation plans. I wondered
whose lives we were saving.

It wasn’t as if I’d complain. Saving lives, directly or indirectly was
pretty much the entire point of what putting on a costume was all about.

I looked at her. “Are you sure? You’re the second in command. It seems
like they’ll need you.”

She shook her head. “In the standard evacuation plan, the second stays.
It was written assuming the second would be Maru, but I’m the second.”

“Okay,” I didn’t think it was likely that her mother would approve, but
we could use her help. So, I didn’t argue and looked toward the stairs.
“We’d better get out then.”

Crawls-Through-Desert floated near the stairway in his pot. “I’m going
to have to go with the colonists. If I’m in range of whatever Kamia’s
got, I’m a danger to the rest of you.”

He floated away at a faster speed than I’d seen him go so far.

We weren’t the only ones in the room or the building, but it was getting
that way. There were only two people left on our floor by then, but a
few more were crowding the stairs from the floor above us. They stared
at my suit as we walked toward the stairway.

It took a minute to get out of the building.

People were running to exits across the cavern as we stepped out the
door and tried to get our bearings or as I tried to at least. Kals
pointed down the street. “That way.”

Even as we began to move, we heard a voice echo in the cavern. “I’m
Kamia of the Human Ascendancy’s Ascendant Guard. Surrender or die!”

I didn’t know, but if I had to guess, Kamia had found some way of
crossing into a different tunnel than tunnel four before entering the
cavern.

I formed the suit’s helmet and set the suit to triangulate the source of
the sound. Then I pulled the cavern’s map out of the implant’s memory.
Though it took longer than it would have with the implant’s network
connection, I knew where the voice came from and how it happened.

I tapped my palm, going live on the League’s communication system,
“They’re coming out of Tunnel Three.”

Only Jaclyn, Marcus, and Cassie could hear me. They’d have to tell Katuk
and Tikki.

Tunnel Three crossed under Four. If they had some way to detect it or if
Alanna had given them a map, it wouldn’t be hard to break through.

Waving to get Kals’ attention, I pointed toward the source of the noise.
“Tunnel Three!”

At the same time, I loosed a few spybots, giving me a better views of
the situation.

Tunnel Three came out between two buildings, both of them tall blocks of
rock that went from the bottom to the top of the cavern. I couldn’t know
how many people they held, but this cavern had to hide a few thousand
people.

My guess was hundreds. Each one was at least as large as my dorm at
college and I’d heard it held three hundred.

That mattered because as I watched, streaks of red light became visible
through the windows of different floors in each building. The light went
from one side of the buildings to another.

I didn’t need the suit’s enhanced senses to hear the sound of screams or
the crackle of the beams.

I shared the visuals with Marcus, Jaclyn, and Cassie.

As I did, one of the Ascendancy soldiers leaned out of a third-floor
window and aimed a thick muzzled gun down at the people on the street,
leaving five bodies unmoving on the ground and more screaming and
running.

Cassie’s voice echoed in my helmet. “Holy fuck.”

Next to me, Kals asked, “Do you know what’s going on?”

“They’re clearing whole floors of buildings with really big guns.”

She froze. “They’re using burners?”

And that pulled up a multitude of flashing implant memories, giving me
visions of the same gun on world after world. The Ascendancy used
burners to commit mass murder. They weren’t effective against soldiers.
Standard military armor prevented them from doing much damage.

The guns fired off a flammable foam that expanded in a high-speed stream
and separated, blending into the air. Then, when the gun heated up the
main mass, it triggered all the foam in range, including any that had
been breathed into the human body unless the people were lucky enough to
become inaccessible.

Still wearing the armor she’s worn to go to the fight, Kals pulled a
mask out of the jacket. It spread to cover her face. When she spoke
through it, her voice sounded no different, something I wanted to
investigate if I ever had time. “It figures that they’d pull those out
only after only after I told everyone to turn off their implants. We’d
better get over there and try to stop this or at least minimize the
damage.”

I ran with her, telling Jaclyn, Marcus and Cassie to check their
implants for information on burners. The distance wasn’t far enough to
take flight and besides, I didn’t want them to know I was coming until I
appeared.

We ran down the street against the flow of people, many running all out.
Kals slowed to tell people to be careful, to watch for anyone who had
been hurt, and to be as orderly as possible.

I got ahead of her—which was probably for the best. I didn’t know how
good her armor was or wasn’t. Also, something bugged me about what was
happening. It came into focus as I noticed a picture from the opening of
Tunnel Three.

Kamia stood alone in the mouth of the stone doorway, helping me put
words to the problem. It felt flashy and distracting, but not real. They
didn’t need to do something that drew our attention that well unless
they were trying to distract us from something else—like for example,
where the other people in the group were?

I stopped one building away from Kamia, able to see her with my own eyes
as she shouted and sometimes shot down the street with her weapons.

Someone stopped next to me and I turned to find Jaclyn instead of Kals.
“The rest are on their way. I decided to come first because we might be
able to stop this between the two of us.”

I thought about it. Jaclyn might be able to stop it by herself. “There’s
something you should think about. I think this might be a distraction. I
mean, where’s everyone else? We know there are more of them.”

Jaclyn looked Kamia and said, “That makes sense, but I can’t let them
keep this up, can you?”

Another reddish blast flashed in the direction of the crowd. “No.”

She nodded. “See if you can think of any way to take out Kamia. I’m
going to stop the soldiers.”

She took two steps. The first gave her some speed. She used the second
to leap, hitting the fifth floor of the nearest building and going
through the wall.

I looked at Kamia and the glowing force field around her. Much as I
disliked the idea, I knew what I had to try.

Superheroes don’t kill (most of the time). There are reasons for that,
ranging from moral to legal to practical. Legally, most of us aren’t
empowered to do it (even if we can get away with it). Morally, killing
isn’t something you want to do unless you have to. Practically, society
would come to regard us as a menace if we did it a lot even if it was
justified.

Here almost none of that applied. We weren’t vigilantes. We were the
law, empowered by the Alliance as part of the Xiniti Nation to do
whatever was required to protect the colony.

All the same, it didn’t come easy for me. While you could argue that was
a good thing, you could argue that the colony might be better served by
a conscienceless killer.

I say this because I hesitated. It wasn’t the kind of hesitation that
was too long and turns the fight into a tragedy. It was long enough to
remind myself that if there was any time that it was right to kill, it
was now. She was directing people to kill civilians and she was doing it
to distract us from what the rest of the group was doing somewhere else.

I pulled the trigger, releasing a killbot, targeting her via the
observation bots. It shot out from under my arm, flying low to the
ground, picking up speed as it grew closer to her.

In that moment, she must have noticed something or maybe the Abominator
devices did. She raised her right arm, firing yellow beams and taking
out all three observation bots, but missing the killbot which dodged and
weaved in what my design document called an “evasive wobble.”

It only made it halfway through the shield, which meant it didn’t hit
her at all—except that killbots exploded. This one exploded partially
inside and partially outside the shield, creating a blast of fire on
each side.

That meant a lot of different things. First of all, it meant that my
killbots almost went through Abominator shields and the Ascendancy
shields that imitated them. All they needed was a little more push or
maybe more monofilament wires on the head of the bullet or on the body.
That was the good news. Secondly, it meant that I was screwed because I
didn’t have the equipment here to make the changes, but also because the
implant indicated that all Ascendant Guards had those force fields as
well as their better solo agents.

The more practical and immediate result? The half-blast still blew Kamia
backward in her force bubble. She ducked back into the tunnel.

I ran up to the side of the tunnel but didn’t run in. With an
inexperienced fighter, I might have considered it. With someone carrying
Abominator devices who had defeated Xiniti, it seemed wiser to assume
that dropping back was part of a plan on her part even if it was her
emergency backup plan.

I sent out a spybot. In an effort to avoid hinting where I was, I took
the minimal precaution of having it enter the tunnel from the top rather
than from the same direction I was standing in.

Watching the spybot’s feed as it flew down the tunnel, I didn’t see
anyone.

Pulling up the implant’s map of the caverns, I saw openings into the
buildings on either side. A little farther back, Tunnel Three passed
other tunnels. Bearing in mind that they could create connections
between tunnels, that meant that she could be anywhere.

When I took into account how quickly I’d lose a connection to the bot
underground, I realized I’d be better off helping Jaclyn and watching
for the others to attack in whatever way they were planning to.

That’s the point at which Kals and Katuk joined me.

Katuk stopped next to me. “Where did Kamia go?”

I moved to stand in front of the tunnel and looked in. “I don’t know.”

Even as I said it, I used the suit’s sonic and thermal sensors, hoping
that I might get footprints out of the thermal or that the suit’s
echolocation or passive sensors might catch something. They didn’t.

“I saw her go down into the tunnels, but she got out of range before I
could get a good sense of where she was going.”

Katuk peered down the tunnels next to me, possibly using his own suit’s
sensors. “I don’t see her either.”

Without turning away from the tunnel, he added, “This is not good. She’s
an extremely effective soldier.”

“I’m more worried about where the others are,” I said.

Off to the side of the tunnel, Kals glanced upward to the buildings. By
that point, there were no more flashes coming from above. Jaclyn must
have handled that.

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” Kals said. “If they managed to
catch up to my mom and the colony while we were doing this, they could
already be slaughtering them.”

Katuk turned toward Kals. “Do you know how the colonists are escaping?
If we can’t find her, it seems that our first duty would be to attend to
their welfare.”

He had a point. I didn’t think that we should leave without telling
Jaclyn, and was just about to try to use the comm, but I didn’t have to.
Jaclyn jumped out the second floor window and landed next to us.

She glanced at the tunnel and back at us. “Where’s Kamia?”

“No idea,” I said. “I hit her shield with a killbot. It went partially
through, exploded, and after that she ducked back into the cave. We
haven’t seen her since. What about you?”

Jaclyn pursed her lips. “I didn’t kill anybody, but none of them can
walk right now.”

I was about to describe our conversation to her and ask her what she
thought about joining the escaping colonists when the cavern shook. It
wasn’t the kind of big quake that I imagined happening in California,
but it was a short, sharp movement that was strong enough that I felt
like I’d been pushed.

I didn’t fall over, but I did have to spread my legs to avoid falling
over.

Out in the darkness came creaking noises and the pitter-pat of small
objects falling, combined with a few thumps that I thought might be
larger objects falling from a height.

Like the rest of us, Jaclyn looked in the direction of the noise once
she had herself under control. “What was that?”

“I don’t know.” I used the sonics to try to figure out where where the
sound likely originated, but as the suit’s computer crunched numbers, I
added, “But if Alanna ever mentioned that the colony had an underground
escape plan, maybe the Ascendancy might be prepared with a tool that
would allow them to collapse the caverns.”

Jaclyn turned to look into the main area of the cavern with it’s floor
to ceiling buildings, dim lights and open streets. “That makes sense,
but why come in here? Why not do it from outside?”

I shrugged. “Maybe they could have except that we destroyed the ship, so
they had to put together a less powerful version from spare parts or a
piece of the machine? Four Hands had a bunch of their genetically
engineered engineers in tow for some reason.”

Katuk turned away from the tunnel. “That sounds possible, but it seems
like a great deal to assume based on one movement of the earth.
Earthquakes are a natural phenomena as well.”

He did have a point. “It might be natural, but it is an awfully strange
coincidence.”

At the same time and after considering the data it had, my HUD threw up
a picture of the area, showing the potential location of the
earthquake’s source. It hadn’t narrowed it down much, indicating a
quarter of the cavern opposite this spot. Superimposing the tunnel map
in my implant over the HUD’s map in my helmet showed that two tunnels
came out opposite this spot and that they
came close enough to the tunnels on this
side at one point that a powerful enough person would be able to blast
through from one to the other. On the other hand, the same could be said
of the other four tunnels on that side.

Tapping her helmet, Jaclyn said, “Quiet everyone, I’m telling Cassie,
Marcus, and Tikki to follow the colonists out. They’re closer. We should
leave too. I wish I knew where Crawls-Through-Desert went. He needs to
leave too.”

I looked down the road, but didn’t see him. “The last I saw him, he was
heading toward Tunnel Four. He was out of sight by the time I got here.”

Katuk followed my gaze. “I don’t detect him, but we should try to warn
him if he’s still there.”

Kals’ frowned. “Wouldn’t he notice if he’s completely alone and the
Guard isn’t there either? I mean, he’s a spy. They’re supposed to notice
that sort of thing.”

She had a point too. We could probably count on him to take care of
himself—unless the Guard had taken him out.

Another quake hit. This one felt a little stronger than the other one,
though it was hard to say for sure. I hadn’t made earthquake measurement
a priority for any version of the Rocket suit and so far as I knew,
Grandpa hadn’t either.

We heard a few shouts, more thumps and a short rain of unknown small
objects hitting the ground from above.

I reran the calculations and included the newest data. It didn’t change
much. I needed to move more to get a better sense of where they might
be.

“Nick,” Jaclyn said, “Do you have any idea where a device might be if it
exists?”

I shook my head. “I’ve narrowed it down to about five tunnels—which
isn’t very narrow. I need to get data from another spot in order for it
to maybe work.”

Jaclyn sighed. “Then let’s run past where the plant’s supposed to be and
then follow the colonists out. If we’re around for another quake, maybe
we can track it down. Otherwise, we’d be better off not being here.”

Tunnel Four wasn’t far away—just two buildings down the same street. We
ran at a comfortable pace, thirty miles per hour or so. We didn’t have
enough space to go faster. Kals didn’t have any problems keeping up.

Tunnel Four sat between two buildings that weren’t much different than
the buildings at Tunnel Three—except that we didn’t see anyone here.
Wherever the plant had gone, I hoped he was safe. My bet was that he’d
gotten the last people out over here and gone with them when he realized
that he’d missed Kamia and the others.

We came to a stop in front of the tunnel.

Jaclyn glanced over at me and then Katuk. “Do either of you sense anyone
in there?”

Before I could reply or send out bots, Katuk said, “There are no
lifeforms within the buildings.”

Turning to me, Jaclyn said, “Nick?”

“I’m betting he’s got the better sensors, but I don’t see anything so
far. To be confident, I’d have to send in bots.”

Katuk looked the buildings up and down. “I’m confident that there are no
lifeforms within. I had to recalibrate my sensors after the last
building, but I’ve adjusted now. Incidentally, I do not sense any
lifeforms in the buildings within my sensors’ effective range.”

Frowning, Jaclyn gave the area around us a look, turning around in a
blur. You could argue she’d wasted our time, but not much. Her sensor
equipment was the same as mine, but for all I knew, she might have been
more thorough in her brief glance than I would be if I’d sent out bots.

In her low, alto voice, she said, “We should join the evacuees. There’s
nothing we—“

The whole cavern shook. It was harder this time—much harder. Unprepared
for it, I fell over, catching myself on a wall that, to my relief,
didn’t fall in.

Crashing noises came from all over the cavern, but from what I could see
so far, no buildings had fallen in. Giving a silent thanks to the
engineers or architects who designed the place, I checked my HUD,
finding that as intended, my suit had been recording the quake.

I added in the new dataset and ran the calculations again, this time
with more useful results. The blast came from the other side of the
cavern, as I’d known before, but from within Tunnel Eight. I didn’t wait
until I felt comfortable. I told everyone even before the last trembles
faded.

“I know where the origin point of the last quake is. It’s Tunnel
Eight—the one that’s not quite directly across from us.”

Jaclyn’s eyes darted in my direction. “Then here’s what we do. Katuk and
Kals go help the colonists. Nick and I take out the earthquake machine.
Kals, am I right in assuming they’re taking the same routes our implants
downloaded when we got down here minus anything that went through
tunnels three or four?”

Kals looked up at Jaclyn. “Yes, but are you sure that the two of you
will be enough?”

“Yes,” Jaclyn said, turning, “but we don’t have time to talk about it.
Nick?”

She jumped, landing halfway across the cavern. I said, “Good luck,” to
Kals and Katuk, fired off the rockets and followed her.

Jaclyn arrived first, but I landed just behind her. Tunnel Eight came
out between two more buildings like the ones we’d seen less than ten
seconds before—wide stone buildings that reached from the bottom to the
top of the cavern with open windows that the people can use to look out
onto the underground city.

The tunnel itself was little more than a doorway into the rock that
stood between the two buildings on their lowest level.

My HUD showed two figures within the room, a larger humanoid, a smaller
one and a waist high rectangle of what I assumed was, for the lack of a
better name, the earthquake machine.

Jaclyn didn’t wait. She said, “Going in,” and blurred, running into the
tunnel. I followed, but much slower. By the time I’d reached the inside,
she’d already taken out the large humanoid (one of the Ascendancy’s
clawed and fanged soldiers). All his weapons had been smashed and he lay
on the ground.

She’d grabbed the other figure in the room, one of the armored,
four-handed humanoids that the Ascendancy used for technical work.

She held him pointed away from the device, upper arms held behind his
back and high enough in the air that he couldn’t touch the ground.

I would have been worried that he might try to grab something with his
lower arms, but he hung limp in the air.

Still watching him, Jaclyn asked, “Do you need him to turn off the
machine?”

I pointed my HUD at the machine, getting a limited view of the insides.
My Xiniti implant completed the view, giving an overall picture of how
it worked. While machines that caused earthquakes weren’t standard
equipment for warfare, they were standard methods for handling
underground bunkers—though best practices didn’t include sticking around
with the machine after turning it on.

They were either still configuring it or they’d been left to die—not
uncommon in the Ascendancy.

Did I need the guy? While it might be dramatic to include a complicated
disarming sequence, the Xiniti indicated where the standard device could
be punched to safely destroy it.

Unfortunately, from what I was beginning to understand, it was already
too late. The quakes it had already started showed that destroying it
would only slow the inevitable.

“No,” I said, straightening my hand and then thrusting it like a spear
through the top of the device, smashing its internal computer and
separating the power from the main mechanism.

Lines of electricity surrounded my arm, but I didn’t feel it. The suit’s
systems for handling massive amounts of electricity had been in advance
of anyone else as far back as the 1950s and had only improved in the
versions created since then.

In this case, it wasn’t a booby trap or even targeting me. The device
needed a lot of energy to start an earthquake and while severing the
connection between that energy and the rest of it, my suit briefly
became the connection.

As I pulled my hand out and the glare went away, Jaclyn asked, “Are you
okay?”

Even the four-hander straightened and stared at me before hanging limp
as Jaclyn held him in the air.

“I think so. I didn’t feel anything and suit isn’t throwing any errors.”
I rechecked my HUD as I said to make sure that was still true, noticing
the amount of power that had passed across the suit’s skin—a lot. It was
enough to kill me hundreds of times over.

The suit wasn’t throwing errors, which was a relief. I’d managed to keep
that aspect of the suit despite filling it with nanotech.

I didn’t get to wallow in the glow of technical accomplishment for long.
The cavern shook again and this time something big fell over inside the
cavern. It reminded me somehow of the sound of cereal—the kind that
snaps, crackles, and pops—except deeper in tone and much louder. If the
destruction of the cavern were a cereal, the slogan would be “cracks,
smashes, and thuds.”

I’m not sure who would buy it either as the market for cereal made of
shattered rocks has to be small.

Jaclyn and I stared at each other. She said, “The cavern’s coming down.
Go. We should catch up to the colonists.”

She put down the four-hander. It ran away as soon as its lower set of
hands touched the ground. She let out a breath, “Unless you think you
can stop it, he’s got the right idea.”

“I don’t.”

“Then go.” She kicked the Ascendancy soldier she’d taken out and he
groaned. “The cavern’s falling in. Run or die.”

It began to pull itself to its feet and she turned away from it, jogging
out the door. I followed her out. She began to gather speed once she hit
the street. I activated the rockets and took the air, noticing the
source of the noise.

A building along the edge of the cavern had fallen in on itself and into
the street in front of it. It hadn’t reached all the way to the top of
the cavern, giving it less support to weather the earthquakes. I
wondered what had been in it. There had to be a reason that they’d
choose to make it one of the few exceptions to the rule with regards to
its design.

I didn’t have time to think it all through then. The cavern was large,
but not that large. It only took me a few seconds to reach Tunnel Nine.
Since I didn’t see Jaclyn, I checked my HUD, saw that she was the only
person in our group online and opened a connection.

“Are you alright?”

Her voice came over my helmet’s speakers. “I’m in the tunnels. Where are
you?”

I replied, “At the entrance to Tunnel Nine,” but before I reached the
end of the sentence, her status button winked out.

It didn’t surprise me. The HUD didn’t show anyone but me online anymore.
Stone caverns and tunnels weren’t ideal spots for radio contact. Still,
I felt alone and a little worried about her even though I knew that the
person I should be worried about was me—I was alone at the edge of a
cavern that was in the process of collapsing.

I took one last look at the cavern’s glowing streets and blocky skyline,
hoping that no one I cared about was still out there somehow. It didn’t
seem likely, but with the implants shut off to prevent Kamia from
hacking them, it was possible we’d lost track of somebody.

Ignoring the worry, I stepped inside the tunnel and began to run.
According to the implant’s map, there were too many turns in the near
future for it to be worth it for me to fly.

I ran all out, heart pumping, legs taking ten feet or more with each
step, reaching forty, fifty, sixty miles per hour. Even with the suit’s
assistance, I could feel that it wasn’t just the suit doing the work.
That wasn’t the first thing on my mind though. The first thing on my
mind was that I planned to start flying as soon as I had a tunnel
straight enough to make it worth the bother.

At the very least, I didn’t want to get caught alone in a collapsing
cavern. Jaclyn might survive that. I doubted that I would.

As if on cue a rumble came from behind me and the earth shook again—not
as much as when I was inside the main cavern, but the noise was louder.
And besides, it wasn’t just noise and tremors. This time, a cloud of
dust blew forward behind me, dispersing before it caught me.

I didn’t know if that meant that that cavern had fallen or only part of
it, but I didn’t plan to go back and check.

I kept on running and checking my HUD, failing to see signs of anyone. I
was still alone in the dark.





Unhidden


        Agent 957, Hideaway, The Caverns

He didn’t know where he was in the endless caves around him, but his
implant had kept track of his every step, so he had a limited map. The
soldiers within range fed their information into his implant as per
instruction, giving him an overall picture of everything within range.

He open up a communication channel with the soldier at the front of the
line. “Are we close to them yet?”

“No, sir. We’re gaining, but they started before we expected it and they
planned for us. They’ve been releasing something that obscures their
smell. Our best trackers are following them and the four-handers are
doing what they can.”

Agent 957 grunted and cut off contact, creating a connection with the
nearest four-hander. “How are you assisting us in catching the
colonists?”

The four-hander made a series of quick chirping noises that the implant
didn’t translate. Then it said, “Your Excellency, our equipment senses
for them using multiple methods, but we are unsatisfied with our
progress. The resistance has technicians that, while inferior to us
intellectually, have a remarkable grasp of detail. They appear armed
with tactics that defeat all our standard tracking methods. We would
have lost them by now were it not for knowing that they entered this
tunnel.”

He cut the connection, knowing that there was nothing he could say that
would make them work better. Besides, the rare sign that had kept them
on track showed that catching the colonists was still a possibility. It
wasn’t as if they had anywhere to go up top. While the colonists had
killed the majority of the crew and the marines with their attack, there
were still some capable of pointing a weapon. He’d left them ready.

Once they got to the surface, he’d be able to call for help and this
whole humiliating experience would be over. The Guard would back him up
and he’d back them up—he hoped.

A tremor shook the cavern. It wasn’t as powerful as the last one.

While that was a relief (he’d never liked the idea of destroying caverns
while he was inside one), the fact that one more thing wasn’t going
according to plan worried him.

With a sigh, he reopened the connection he’d just closed. “What’s going
on with the earthquake device?”

The four-hander made an untranslatable buzzing noise. Whatever the
Abominators had done to their minds had left most of them with
uncontrollable tics. 957 couldn’t blame the four-handers for it, but he
couldn’t pretend it wasn’t irritating.

When the four-hander finished making the noise, he said, “I haven’t
received any word on the device, but since the shocks aren’t following
the expected pattern, I had to assume that it was destroyed before it
could finish.”

Agent 957 exhaled, thinking back to the plan. Kamia was supposed to have
made enough noise to distract the Xiniti and the humans with it. For
someone to have destroyed the machine meant that Kamia and the people
with her might have been killed, an unnerving possibility given Kamia’s
near legendary status as a killer of Xiniti.

He hoped that she’d survived. As terrifying as he found her, anything
that could take her down could end his chance at redemption or even
survival.

He opened up his connection to the four-handers and soldiers under him,
“Hurry, we need to catch them before they reach the surface!”

Four Hands, Hideaway, The Caverns

He couldn’t help but stare back into the darkness when he realized that
the bunker breaker had been destroyed. It wasn’t a good sign, but the
overall picture was still good. Neves, Kamia, and their people were
headed to the surface. Maybe they’d kill some colonists on the way.
Maybe they wouldn’t.

Agent 957 was acting as their attack dog, leading a team that was
chasing the main group of colonists to the surface. Whether he or his
people survived or succeeded wasn’t important. All that was important
was that he was relentless, giving the colonists no time to think before
they hit the surface.

Once they arrived there, they’d face an ambush that would end them if
Four Hands was lucky. If he wasn’t, well, the colonists would have to
fight the leftover crew members for control of the villages. The
villages might be booby-trapped, but they were behind force fields. The
colonists would never survive this hellhole of a planet without them.

On one level, he had to admit that it bothered him to place Agent 957
and his people in the way of the Xiniti force. Between the Xiniti’s
reputation and what the small force here had achieved so far, he felt
sure the man would die. Four Hands felt that the Ascendancy sacrificed
too many of its troops and the people with Agent 957 were good soldiers.

On the other hand, Four Hands knew that Agent 957 had left the
four-handed to be destroyed many times with no effort to avoid it. The
two-hander deserved whatever came to him even if his troops didn’t.

Four Hands remembered daydreaming that he’d joined the resistance when
he was younger. He’d returned to that thought many times over the years,
only realizing what a joke it was when he’d joined the Guard and been
given access to their collected intelligence.

There were no records of any four-hander in the resistance or any
evidence they’d ever been asked to join. In that sense, the resistance
was no better than the Ascendancy.

They deserved whatever came to them too.

Nick, Hideaway, The Caverns

Far behind me, the cavern fell into itself. I felt the rumble as I ran,
followed by cracking noises, a lot of them. It seemed like they
stretched out for minutes, but doubted that was true. I wasn’t checking
the time.

However long the quake went, it was too long. The floor shook along with
each rumble and crack, finishing in a loud but muffled thump that may
have been the end of the cavern, but wasn’t the end of the noise.
Smaller crashes continued behind me, blowing fine dust upward into the
tunnel.

That wasn’t the worst of it.

The worst came when the tunnel I was in collapsed—not all of it, but the
part above me and chunks of the tunnel ahead of and behind me.

The Rocket suit registered damage to the suit’s shoulder and notified me
that repairs were in progress. That was great, but it couldn’t repair
me. The chunk of rock that damaged the suit was longer than four feet,
jagged, and at least a foot thick.

It hit my shoulder and my head at about the same time, but it must have
hit my shoulder harder because that’s what hurt afterward.

It wasn’t as if I couldn’t use my right arm, but it hurt when I moved
it. I had no choice about moving it either. Chunks of stone ceiling fell
along with it, burying me—not completely, but enough that I had little
choice in the first horrible seconds to wonder if this was it.

I centered myself on my breathing, concentrating on letting one breath
in and another out. Then I pushed myself to see the pieces of the
problem, in this case the literal pieces of the ceiling and the walls.
They had fallen on each other and on me.

It was a matter of pulling out the right pieces, one at a time until I
could move. The big piece that had damaged the suit and maybe my
shoulder wasn’t the worst. I twisted and pushed it off my shoulder.
Then, one by one, I removed the others, using the suit’s strength more
than I had in any single event than I had since making it.

It felt a little like playing Jenga—the game where you pull logs out of
a tower until it falls—with the key difference that you yourself were
integrated with the tower and when you pull out a piece, any pieces
resting on top of it fall on you.

Where I could, I pushed rocks off me starting from the top, but after
removing the largest, I pushed the ones in front of me forward all at
once. They landed with a crash, one of the largest breaking into several
more pieces.

I froze for a second, wondering if I’d start another collapse and then
deciding that the best thing I could do would be to move forward and not
think about it. Maybe that wasn’t the best thing I could do, but it
seemed better than overthinking whether or not I should move rocks and
which one.

Once I was past my personal cave in, I had to deal with the next one, a
pile of rock shards that reached halfway up my chest. This one I pushed,
noticing that the space behind it was clear except for small pieces of
rock.

Putting my hands on a chunk about halfway up, I pushed the top part of
the pile into the clear area and then walked over both.

Once past that pile, I began to run again. It wasn’t bad. Aside from
small rocks and dust, it appeared that I’d gotten past the worst of the
cave in.

I hoped I’d been the only one caught. I’d have been dead without my
armor and for all that the colonists were genetically modified, most
couldn’t use their abilities in any way. Thinking about our group, I
felt confident that any of us could survive what I’d been through—Marcus
better than anyone but Jaclyn.

Cassie had the most to worry about. While strong, she wasn’t as strong
as I was in the suit. If enough rock fell on her, her ability to heal
would only keep her alive longer. That was good if anyone else was in a
position to help, but it might be worse than dying if she were alone.

Deciding not to think too hard about that either, I concentrated on the
implant’s map and what I could see in my suit’s HUD. After about a
minute, the composite view began to include hints of footprints, dimly
glowing fragments of feet that the thermal view picked up.

I slowed a little, sending a spybot ahead. From the number and variation
of footprint sizes, it had to be the colonists, but they could have been
captured by the Ascendancy. Sending a scout seemed wise.

They weren’t far ahead. The bot’s view showed a crowd of people carrying
bags. Marcus stood at the back, his costume in silver imitation Xiniti
mode. Tikki stood next to him, her eyes following the bot.

I called the bot back and started running faster. It didn’t take long to
catch up. Their group was only walking at a normal human rate.

I slowed as I caught sight of them. Marcus’ suit had to be registering
my presence, but caution meant lowering the chance of accidentally
fighting each other.

Marcus’ voice filled my helmet. “Nick! I was wondering if you died. That
earthquake was massive.”

As I came to a stop next to them, he said, “Where’s
Jaclyn?”

“Alive, so far as I know. She said she made it into the tunnels, but
then we lost radio contact. I’m assuming we left by different
tunnels—which was the plan. The colonists were going to divide into
different groups. We were supposed to each be with a different one, I
thought.”

Marcus nodded. “That was the plan. Cassie’s with her group. I’m with
this one. Katuk’s out there too. I saw him following a group into one of
the exits as we left. With all the ways these tunnels cross each other,
I wouldn’t be surprised to run into them again.”

I shrugged. “We aren’t supposed to, but yeah, from what I’m seeing in
the implant map, we could, or depending on how people do it, we might
not see anyone.”

Marcus turned to look behind me. “All that matters is that we get out of
here. However it is that we make it, I’m fine with it, but I’m getting
worried. Have you been seeing anyone behind you?”

I checked my helmet. I didn’t see anyone and hadn’t since I left the
caves. “No.”

Tikki glanced past me before saying, “Marcus thinks he’s been seeing
people behind us.”

Noting the intensity of her stare into the darkness, I said, “I’m
guessing you think he’s right.”

“I don’t know.” She swallowed and took a breath. “I thought I heard
something before you appeared, but it might have been you. It might have
been them. I don’t know. I’m not trained for this—not the way you two
are.”

I wanted to say that I hadn’t been trained for this either, but you
could argue that I had. I hadn’t trained specifically to be hunted in
tunnels by humans that were genetically modified by aliens, but I had
been trained to protect people. In the end, that’s what we were doing.

We started walking together behind the main group, a group that could
have been any refugees anywhere, I supposed. Men, women and children
walked through the tunnels with backpacks or bags that held what they
needed (food, water, clothes), and what they couldn’t bear to leave.

You might have expected them to be grim, or so terrified they couldn’t
go on, and maybe there was some of that before I arrived, but most of
them walked and talked. The parents talked their children into
continuing to walk. The children sometimes cried, but sometimes ran
after each other shouting—before being shushed by their parents.

It wasn’t bad. In one sense it was terrible, but it wasn’t constant
death and misery. We had to make it to the surface, handle whatever we
found there, and if we were lucky, we might be able to move them back
into their homes only slightly worse for wear.

That’s what we could hope for anyhow.

I watched my HUD. I’d sent a couple observation bots down the tunnel
ahead of us and didn’t see anyone waiting for us. I sent them behind
without seeing anything either. It would have been nice to then conclude
that we were safe except that it wasn’t that simple. Every now and then
our tunnel would intersect with another which meant that we then had
another possible attack origin and also my bots didn’t have infinite
fuel. I could bring spybots (small, easy to hide) and observation bots
(bigger with a wider range) back to refuel, but every refuel meant I had
less fuel to work with.

As I checked through footage from my cameras, Marcus said, “The
colonists have been releasing something that kills everybody’s smell.
Apparently, the Ascendancy’s soldiers are as good as my cousins at that
kind of thing.”

“That’s good,” I said, flipping to the next picture. We were about
three-quarters of the way up by then. If they were going to catch us, it
would be from behind. The bots didn’t show anyone waiting outside our
exit.

Ten pictures in, I found a dark shape that had the silhouette of a
soldier in the Ascendancy’s armor. None of the other pictures showed it.
It hadn’t been close to the camera. At the same time, given the speed
they could run at, they were only ten or fifteen minutes behind us.

I sent it to Marcus with the comment that, “We’ve got fifteen minutes at
max.”

He touched Tikki’s shoulder. “Nick got a picture of one about ten or
fifteen minutes behind us. I’m going to tell the main group to get ahead
of us so they don’t get caught in the fight. You can go with them.”

She shook her head. “I’m staying with you. The Ascendancy killed my
parents and too many friends. I’m not going to let them kill more.”

She turned to stare down the tunnel, face tightening.

I considered if we had any alternatives to making a last stand in the
tunnel. We could run to the next intersection and take another tunnel,
but if they were managing to track us anyway, that wouldn’t help.

I could try to bring down the tunnel behind us. The Rocket suit could do
it, but I’d have to punch the wall or ceiling. It might land on me.

My laser was powerful enough to punch holes in the ceiling, but I’d
still have to be close to cut any appreciable amount of
rock.

Plus, with the artificial earthquake we’d just experienced, I wasn’t
sure I wanted to risk messing with the tunnel’s structural integrity.

That left bots and hand to hand combat. Remembering how well that went
in the Landing fight, it didn’t make me feel confident. I only had ten
EMPbots left and 28 goobots. I had a bunch of standard bots, but they
hadn’t been effective.

Raising my arm and pointing it down the tunnel, I told them, “I’m going
to send off a spybot to find out how many we’re facing.”

“Good idea,” Marcus stared into the tunnel’s darkness. “I’m not sure how
we do this except that I’m going to have to be careful. Back home, guns
aren’t much of a problem for me. Here, their guns cut through me in a
second. I can put myself back together, but it takes more out of me.”

Tikki bit her lip. “Are you sure you should be part of it? I might be
able to hold them by myself. I’ve been using my powers more lately and I
think I might be able to freeze them in time and keep them here.”

Marcus frowned. “But what about you? Wouldn’t you have to stay for that
to work?”

Tikki looked up at him, eyes wide. “Yes, but I think maybe that I can
keep the field here and run away. It would be my first time, but I’ve
almost worked out how.”

Shaking his head, Marcus said, “But you’ve never tried it before. Don’t.
If you’re going into a fight, you’re going to want to know what you can
do. We can’t depend on something you’re trying for the first time.”

In my HUD, the feed from the spybot showed the dark, gray stone of the
tunnel for a while, but then a human-shaped figure appeared. An
Ascendancy soldier stood waiting as more approached, all of them in
combat gear.

I counted twenty soldiers, three four-handers and one more guy—Agent
957. I recognized him from the broadcast he’d made telling us to
surrender.

That seemed like ages ago and while he looked the same—the same square
jaw, light brown skin, and red and black armored uniform—he also looked
worse.

The uniform had scrapes across its armored plates. Dirt stained the
fabric. He had taken off his helmet and a look at his face revealed a
man with bags under his eyes with the expression of a man whose favorite
football team was losing.

Landing on the ceiling ahead of the group, the spybot picked up enough
sound that my implant could translate, “—they’re less than five minutes
ahead of us.”

Agent 957 replied, “Then this is it. Move ahead as quickly and as
quietly as possible. We’ll attack as soon as we’ve got a clear shot.”

Then he tapped a device on his belt and his suit glowed. My implant
identified it as a shield modified from an Abominator design. That
wasn’t good news. On the other hand, a killbot went partially through
Kamia’s. Maybe his wasn’t as good.

Then he pulled his helmet back on. “Let’s go.”

Unwilling to find out if the four-handers could detect the spybot if
they got closer to it, I recalled it. It dropped from the ceiling and
flew a few inches from the floor until it was out of their sight.

As it flew back, I told them what I’d seen. “There are around 25 of
them, all in armor. There are three four-handers and they probably won’t
fight directly, but Agent 957 is with them. I don’t know what he fights
like, but it sounds like he’s not open to negotiation. They’re going to
shoot us the moment they see us.”

Marcus sighed. “That’s the worst case scenario for me. All I’ve got with
that is to spread myself thin around the top of the tunnel and drop on
them from above or reform and fire at them from behind when they pass.”

“I think that could work,” I told him. “I’ll be the obvious target. You
can hide and do whichever of those fits the situation. I think I can
reuse the killbots if I do it right. Maybe I’ll use the EMPbots.
Otherwise nothing else affects them—except maybe the laser and I have a
limited number of shots with that. Well, the goobots do too, but I don’t
have very many now.”

“No!” Tikki turned to me. “You can do more than that. You could—“

And from there she described a way I might be able to modify the EMPbots
phase out and through armor. It was an amazing idea, requiring some
subtle adjustments, tools I didn’t have on me, and a part I didn’t have
either.

I told her so and she said, “Oh, but what about—“ and she described a
way I could tweak the killbots to get them past the force field. That
was brilliant too, but it required me to take apart the bots which would
take longer than five minutes.

And then we had one minute left. My HUD gave me hints of the sound of
their footfalls before they appeared, giving us time to get into
position and giving me enough time to think about Tikki and how weird it
was that a life support engineer with an interest in AI suddenly had
insight into my tech.

I had an idea, but no time to pursue it because in seconds, shots rang
out and they were upon us.

By shots, I mean burning blasts of energy and technically they didn’t
ring out so much as sizzle through the air. Of course, a technicality of
description wouldn’t make their weapons less lethal.

Marcus flattened out against the wall—though not before Tikki stood in
front of him with her bubble of time distortion filling the tunnel. I
was on the wrong side—the unprotected side. That wasn’t bad. I wanted to
be able to do things, but it was inconvenient for Marcus.

That said, head on fights with people using energy weapons weren’t his
strong point. Like Jaclyn, he’d inherited some level of toughness from
their grandfather, but it worked better against physical
hits.

All the same, the implant noticed that the area of Tikki’s field had
increased by fifty percent. I would have loved to speculate why—had she
been hiding it? Did risk to Marcus prompt a growth spurt? I didn’t have
time for that.

More than one blast hit my armor, causing damage, but nothing major. I
wasn’t immune to it, but I could take it for a little while. After
nearly losing my arm to a fire-breathing dragon, I’d improved the heat
resistance.

First, I had to slow down or stop their charge. I went with an idea I
didn’t love, but thought might work. I fired off a killbot, turning off
the bot’s default programming—which was to aim for a vital spot and
explode on arrival. Reminding myself that innocent people would die if I
didn’t do this (and maybe us too), I aimed for the heart and set it to
hit the same spot on as many soldiers as it could.

I’d thought about trying it earlier, but now conditions seemed more
favorable and maybe I was a little more desperate.

They weren’t quite in a straight line—it was more like two staggered
columns, but it was close enough.

I felt a small push as the bot fired outward from my arm, hitting the
first soldier in the heart, cutting through his armor like it wasn’t
there, and then zigging to the right to hit the next soldier.

Like Haley and Travis, these soldiers had better than human agility, so
the second soldier tried to dodge, jumping sideways toward the middle of
the tunnel.

It didn’t work. The killbot swerved, hitting him in the chest and
shooting out the back and zagging to the left toward the third soldier
before the first soldier even hit the ground.

The bot killed four more in exactly the same way before it hit the
eighth, going through the front, but worn down enough that it couldn’t
cut through the back. As per its programming, it then exploded.

Up until the explosion, it had reminded me of the bits in “Guardians of
the Galaxy” where Yondu’s arrow flew through people, killing them the
same way my bot had killed the first seven.

We didn’t have the Disney corporation or the Motion Picture Association
of America available to minimize the gore. The eighth soldier’s chest
exploded, throwing bits of the soldier’s body, armor, and fire on to the
stone below.

Bloody chunks hit the ground, some of them charred and glowing like the
dying embers of a campfire. The smell reminded me of barbaqued pork.

Using the sonics, I used the implant’s command of the Ascendancy’s
language to shout, “Surrender!”

Maybe they might have, but Agent 957 shouted, “Kill him!” in a way that
activated my suit’s anti-voice system (now improved thanks to Kals).

Blasts of energy flew toward me, the first two hitting me in the chest.
The third missed, absorbed by Tikki’s time bubble, but not destroyed.

She twisted, rotating the bolt around her, and aiming it back at the
soldiers, hitting one of them and taking him down.

I didn’t think it was the one who’d fired the bolt, but it was
impressive anyway, showing more control than I’d thought she had.

When you’re a fanatic soldier and you’re being urged to kill by mind
control, that’s not enough to shake your morale, but it should be.

I fired off another killbot, knowing that after this I had only two
left, but also knowing that it was the only bot that worked well enough
to be useful. Maybe Tikki could help me convert the rest into something
effective later.

The killbot took out six and then exploded on the seventh. They’d moved
more when dodging than the first group. I could only guess that it had
less force to work with or that the bot hit tougher sections of their
armor.

Either way, we’d taken out 16 out of the 20 Ascendancy soldiers
(including Tikki’s redirect), leaving four soldiers, three four-handers
and Agent 957.

I decided not to use another killbot, partly because I only had two
killbots left, partly because I didn’t want to see another body explode,
and partly for a reason that both Lee and Hal would have approved of.
Knowing that the bot wouldn’t work on Agent 957, that I wouldn’t need it
to kill the four-handers, and that the killbots were a limited resource,
using them on only four soldiers was inefficient.

It wasn’t a thought that made me feel good about myself, but it was
true.

I decided not to dwell on it, turned on the sonics in the hope that
they’d disable something, and ran toward the soldiers, hoping Agent 957
would let them surrender.

That turned out to be a fool’s dream. Agent 957 barked out a command
that my implant translated as, “Target him!”

“Him” in this case meant me and the four remaining soldiers ran at me,
the front two firing their weapons, hitting my armor. I felt the warmth.
Even as I began to aim the sonics directly at the nearest soldiers, one
of them fell over, taken out because Tikki recycled one of their own
shots.

Another of their energy blasts missed, flying above everyone’s heads and
hitting the ceiling.

The soldier nearest me dropped his gun and jumped for me, claws out.
While he moved faster than I could, he didn’t move faster than Travis or
Haley, and I’d been training with both of them—Haley more than Travis.
One thing I’d learned was that I could make up for less agility with
timing. I might not be able to turn as quickly as they could when they
were on the ground, but the moment they left the ground, they were
traveling in one direction at a more predictable speed.

I stepped to the right, punching him in the chest as hard as I could in
the suit, hard enough to kill a normal person several times over. These
guys were covered in alien-made armor that had to be at least as
advanced as mine.

Advanced as it was, I still hit with around ten tons of force on a good
day. The punch threw the soldier into the wall on the left side of the
tunnel with a crash that cracked the wall. The armor didn’t break, but
after the soldier fell to the floor, he didn’t move.

In the meantime though, the remaining two soldiers had reached me.
Before I could do anything about it, one hit me in the stomach with its
shoulder, reaching around me to grab my arms. The other stood out of my
reach, aiming its gun at me, hoping, I guessed, that close range and
holding me in place would open me up.

It wasn’t impossible that they were right about that.

I bent forward and activated the rockets, shooting myself down the
tunnel or at least it would have been that way if there were more space
near the ceiling. I shot upward, trying to level out while an Ascendancy
soldier hung onto me. We hit the ceiling at about the time we would have
leveled out if I hadn’t been trying to compensate for the soldier’s
weight, bouncing off of it and heading toward the ground.

The soldier on the ground careened sideways, trying to avoid the other
soldier’s legs. Agent 957 and the four-handers dropped to the floor or
leaned against the wall.

I’d gotten out of a bad spot, but it didn’t make me feel competent as
much as a potential member of the cast for “The Three Stooges go to
War.”

I didn’t feel more competent when we hit the ground, but on the bright
side, I did land on the guy who’d been hanging on to me—for a little
while. We flipped over a couple times. I wish I could say that I used
that momentum to get back to my feet, but ended up on the floor next to
the Ascendancy soldier and behind Agent 957 and the four-handers.

Thanks to the suit’s strength, I pushed myself up about as quickly as
the soldier, charging him, and punching him in the face.

He went down and didn’t get up.

Back where I’d taken to the air, the sole standing Ascendancy soldier
pointed his rifle at me and would have fired except that the wall
developed hands and started battering the soldier against the floor
until his gun bounced across the floor and he stopped moving.

Marcus reformed into a rocky version of himself, maybe five feet tall,
but with big fists. Still obscured by her time field, Tikki stood behind
him.

I’d say that we were down to a battle between the three of us on one
side and Agent 957 plus the three four-handers except we weren’t.

The four-handers huddled against the wall together saying, “Mercy, we
surrender!”

Agent 957 glanced over at them with no expression. That was probably
standard procedure for them.

He held a wide-barreled gun in his hand but didn’t point it at anybody.
Looking over at Marcus, he pointed at Tikki and said, “Kill her.”

Against the background of a quiet buzz, Marcus shook his head, “Sorry,
but no. That’s not going to work.”

Looking at Tikki, he said, “You, kill him.”

Tikki looked at him and I tried to remember if I’d given Tikki an
anti-voice countermeasure. I felt sure I hadn’t and hoped that her time
distortion field might prevent that though I couldn’t think of a good
reason that it would.

She smiled. “Your whole civilization is built on slavery. I’ll never
help you.”

I thought it interesting that she talked as if she wasn’t part of that
civilization.

In the same moment, Agent 957 pointed his gun at Marcus and fired.

The beam hit Marcus’ chest, but it didn’t get through his new costume.
While I hadn’t been planning to go to war, I knew that he and Jaclyn
were more vulnerable to heat and lasers than they were to anything
physical.

I designed their costumes to disperse heat and reflect lasers.

In Marcus’ case, I designed his to adjust to shapeshifting to the degree
that it could—which sometimes worked against protecting
him.

In this case, he’d gone with a smaller, denser form instead of a larger
or thinner form which would have made the armor thinner as well.

On the other hand, it wasn’t a form that helped a person dodge.

The costume glowed with heat and he dove to the side.

Tikki screamed and I activated the lasers, aiming them at Agent 957. I’d
been trying to avoid killing anyone else, but I didn’t have much of a
choice here.

I’d never been all that interested in finding out what lasers with the
power to burn through a battleship’s armor would do to human flesh, but
I didn’t have a lot of choices.

Fortunately for my stomach and unfortunately for Marcus, Agent 957 had
an Abominator style shield. Instead of burning and cooking Agent 957’s
flesh, the beams hit the shield, each of them creating a spot on the
shield that burned with a bright light (that my helmet dimmed).

White with hints of red and blue, the light lit the tunnel.

I didn’t love what it was doing to the suit’s power reserves. While it
wasn’t emptying them, I could see that it could given enough time.

At the same time, I could see hints of Agent 957’s face through his
helmet with my HUD.

His eyes were wide and he seemed to be looking at something that no one
could see. I guessed it might be suit-related information from his
implant because defending against the lasers would cost battery life.

I didn’t have information on whether running a shield would cost less or
more energy than pointing lasers into that same shield. I would have bet
on more, but I would also bet that he probably had better batteries to
work with.

Whether or not that was true, he didn’t try to stand there and just take
the blasts. He shouted a few quick words and ran at me, firing his
pistol.

Kals had mentioned that the Ascendancy prepared people with words that
could be used to take them out. I assumed that Agent 957 was trying the
common ones out on us except that none of us had grown up in the right
time or place to have an agent prepare us to be disabled except for
Tikki.

The words didn’t affect her in any noticeable way. She took a step
forward, pulling her entire time bubble closer to the rest of us.

Meanwhile, Marcus had slumped against the cave wall near Tikki’s time
bubble even before the agent said anything and Tikki’s movement had
pulled him into the bubble.

I turned off the left arm’s laser and turned on the sonics, setting the
weapon to find the shield’s resonant frequency on the theory that enough
vibrations might take down the shield.

At the same time, I kept up the right arm’s laser attacks.

Agent 957 let out a breath, leading me to think that if he was relaxing,
turning off the left-hand laser might have been a mistake. Except then,
as sonics found the shield’s resonant frequency, the glowing bubble
around him began to “wobble” in the air. Worse for him, light from the
laser began to get through the shield—not all the time, but stray bits
of light were beginning to burn his armor. At the same time, the
sizzling noise that the laser hitting the shield made became louder.

His eyes widened, darting around, trying to decide what to do next, I
guessed.

Making a decision, he pulled a hand-sized cylinder from his belt and
shouted, “Stop or they die!”

Then he ran toward Tikki and Marcus. I didn’t know what the cylinder
was, but the smart money seemed to be on a grenade or a bomb. Even as I
continued to point the laser at his wobbling shield, I realized that a
bomb was the perfect attack against Tikki in that an explosion would
fill the space.

She might be able to slow it down, but if it ever reached her, she’d
still die and Marcus with her.

All I could think at the moment was to turn off the right arm’s laser,
but then, on impulse, I turned on the right arm’s sonic, setting it to
match the left arm’s sonic frequency.

As I did, Agent 957 slumped in relief and smiled. He’d won. Except then
his shield popped into glowing sparks and Tikki accelerated herself,
moving forward in a burst, grabbing the hand with the bomb and pulling
it out of his hand as her time bubble surrounded him.

When she stepped back from him, the bubble still surrounding him, he
began to age, his skin turning grey and then crumbling to dust.

In seconds, Agent 957’s armor fell to the ground, expelling a cloud.
Some of the grey particles floated in the air, others fell out of the
bottom of his helmet, creating a small pile. It made me grateful that
the Rocket suit filtered the air. It wouldn’t do me harm, but I didn’t
like the idea of breathing him in.

The four-handers ran away, deeper into the tunnels, unwilling to take
the chance that we wouldn’t kill them. Given that there were more than
20 bodies on the ground, most of them killed by me, I couldn’t blame
them.

I turned to check on Marcus. He looked worse than I’d
realized.

He lay with his back to the wall, enclosed in the time bubble. I hadn’t
noticed, but the shot had burnt through his costume. The grey, rocky
skin, tough as it was, must have done some good, but not enough. He
wasn’t moving at all.

I became aware of my breathing and the movement of my heart in my chest
as the thought struck me that he might be dead.

Except then I noticed one more thing. Lines distorted the shape of
Tikki’s time bubble, pulsing outward with her at the center. Around him,
lines pulsed outward with him at the center. She had a second time
bubble inside the first. She might be keeping him in stasis, something
that was well within her abilities as I understood them, but I’d never
seen a second bubble inside the larger one.

I turned to look at Tikki, but as I did, I felt something. It reminded
me of the feeling I’d had when we’d passed the remains of the battle
that Lee had fought while leading the Destroy faction. In memory, that
one had felt full of menace.

This felt hopeful, but also afraid at the same time. I’d wondered even
as the fight began if she might somehow be one of Lee’s people. We’d met
Kee Oataki, and Kee, just like Tikki, had given me new ideas to consider
about technology. In Kee’s case, that had been FTL equipment. In
Tikki’s, she’d given me new ideas about the bots.

It fit. Kee had disappeared after we walked out the door of her shop.
When we walked back in, she wasn’t there. The shop contained people we’d
never seen and they didn’t know where she was. It was exactly like one
of those disappearing magic shops you read about in stories. After that,
we’d been told about Tikki. If Kee’s abilities were anything like Lee’s,
she’d had plenty of time to get a new identity.

My grandfather’s theory was that Lee manipulated reality every time he
took a new form, altering history so that it was as if that new form has
always existed from the moment he took form for as long as it lasted.

It didn’t make a lot of sense to me, but it fit my experience. Somehow
Kee had changed reality such that Tikki had always been, including a
history that left her parents conveniently dead, and no ties strong
enough among the resistance to prevent her from joining up with us.

That would have been exactly what she wanted. Kee said that I glowed. I
denied any knowledge of why, but following us would have given her every
opportunity to find out who we were connected with.

The only thing that didn’t fit was that Lee had said that I’d probably
sense the presence of another one of his people, but Tikki hadn’t ever
tripped my ability to sense beings of blasphemous, eldritch horror (or
whatever she was).

On the other hand, neither had Kee. I only become aware of what she must
be after she’d brought the topic up herself and then completely
disappeared.

If Kee was, as she appeared to be, the Live faction’s tech genius, it
didn’t seem impossible that she might be able to hide her nature better
than any of the others.

We met each other’s eyes and she said, “I know you know. Please don’t
tell Marcus.”

I felt my jaw drop. “How can I not tell Marcus? Friends tell their
friends when they’re dating uh… whatever you guys are.”

She shook her head. “I need to tell him. She… I… Tikki… She really did,
really does love him.”

I said the first thing that came into my head. “What?”

She took two breaths. “I went too deep. I created Tikki and I forgot
myself. She’s so like I was when I was young. I’d forgotten how deeply
you feel emotions, how much everything hurts whether inside or outside.
She wouldn’t let me do anything halfway.”

“So, Marcus is definitely alive, right?”

“Yes!” She shouted back at me, her upper lip quivering. “I’m going to
save him, and then after that, when it’s over, I’m going to tell him
what I really am.”

Turning back to Marcus, she said, “He’s close to death, but not there. I
can bring him back by reversing time.”

That didn’t surprise me. It fit with everything else. If she could slow
people or speed up herself, why couldn’t she move backward in time? Then
another thought struck me, “You could have brought back Maru or
Alanna.”

She shook her head. “No. Well, I could have, but it’s not simple. Both
of them died before I could do anything. People knew they were dead.
When people die, it affects everyone they matter to. That sets events in
motion that spread and can’t be easily stopped. Bringing someone back in
that situation stops or changes everything that stated, pushing the
future in new directions. One of my people would notice and I don’t know
who or whether it would be Live faction, the Destroy faction, or both.”

Her eyes wide, she continued. “Less powerful races would think that I
was a miracle worker, but they already think that after I live among
them. What I fear is my people noticing that the future changed and that
the cause exists outside of time. That shouldn’t be true with Marcus. He
hasn’t died and no one knows but you and I. My people still might
notice, but with almost no one knowing, it’s so much less likely.”

As she said the last line, she almost sounded like Tikki again.

Her eyes drifted back toward Marcus and then back to me. “I’m not going
to tell him until people stop trying to kill us. It’s hard enough to
survive without being distracted by heartbreak too. I don’t want to see
him die again.”

Standing there in the tunnel, darkness around us and dead bodies on the
ground, I took her point. I didn’t want him to be distracted either. On
the other hand, “But you will tell him, right? This can’t hang in the
air unsaid. I’ll tell him if you don’t, but not until the fighting’s
over. I think I agree with you there.”

She took a breath and nodded. “I’ll tell him. I don’t have any choice.
We’re not even the same species. As soon as I was fully myself again,
I’d find him too limited and I’d grow bored. I wouldn’t want to hurt
him, but I know I would. I can’t make him into one of us even though all
of you have the greatest potential for that that I’ve seen so far.”

She looked me up and down. “When we talked in my store, I told you that
you glowed. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were one of our
young—which is one more reason to end this. I don’t know how so much of
us got into your DNA. The Abominators experiments weren’t enough to
explain this. And Lee, if he’s behind this, I don’t know how he managed
it. It’s not all him, and he’d only be interested in contributing DNA
the easy way.”

In the silence that followed that statement, I decided to ask a question
that could destroy the Earth if I asked it of the wrong being, “You know
who Lee is?”

She laughed, and she didn’t sound like Tikki. Tikki’s laugh had a high,
but not irritatingly high, pitch to it. To me, she’d sounded innocent
and optimistic and hopeful all at once. This laugh had some of that, but
deeper notes among the light. Beyond that, I felt that it existed on
levels beyond sound, levels that I couldn’t name or describe, but I knew
they were there.

“Yes,” she said when she finished. “Lee isn’t really his name, but I’m
sure you know that. Lee fought for the Destroy faction until he left,
taking their greatest weapon with him. I designed that weapon. I’d only
stayed to spy for the Live faction and to see if I couldn’t convince him
that he’d chosen the wrong side. The battle where he first used my
weapon convinced me that I couldn’t stay any longer. He remained and I
despaired that anything would change his mind. Later, he left on his own
and I never knew where he went.”

Deciding not to mention Earth for all the good that would do, I said, “I
don’t know for sure, but it sounds like a lot of different places.”

She laughed again. “I’ve heard stories of the chase from our spies. He
hasn’t changed. Now, give me a moment.”

Turning toward Marcus, she closed her eyes and the distortion
surrounding him changed, emitting a dim glow as the rocky surface of
Marcus’ chest turned from rocky, but with smooth edges to defined, rocky
muscles and Marcus’ costume came back together undamaged. An echo of the
energy blast that hit him flowed away from his chest, dissipating in the
air in front of him.

Then the distortion around him ended and he lay on the ground opening
his eyes and taking a deep breath.

At almost the same time, Tikki opened her eyes, bending down to hug him.
He hugged her back, asking, “Are you okay? When I took that last shot, I
thought I was dead.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I was worried about you. I thought you might be
dead, and I tried moving time backward to make the damage go away and I
think it worked.”

“Wow,” he said, and kissed her, shifting back into his normal form as he
did. She kissed him back and I thought I saw tears at the corners of her
eyes.

As much as I thought that she should tell him the truth, I couldn’t
blame her. Loving someone and being loved in return had to be better
than being an ancient being fighting against former friends who hoped to
destroy all other intelligent life.

Saying nothing and scanning the area behind us, I let them enjoy the
moment.

In a little while, I turned around to find Marcus standing, his costume
fully repaired. Tikki stood beside him. They were holding hands and
looking into each other’s eyes, all but glowing. I didn’t see any hint
of regret or anxiety in her smile, meaning that Kee had submerged
herself into Tikki again, or that she was too good an actor for me to
read.

When you considered that Kee predated the human species and possibly our
universe, she’d had billions of years to gain the skills necessary to
fool me.

Marcus pulled himself away looking at her. “We should go find everybody
that we sent ahead. From the map, it doesn’t look like we’re that far
from the surface. I’m worried what happens if they get too far ahead.”

It didn’t take long to catch up even considering that Tikki had only a
normal person’s speed when she didn’t have a bubble up. I had good
reason to think she wasn’t as limited as she made herself out to be
originally, but she was staying in character for now.

The colonists appeared to be happy to see us alive, asking what
happened. They’d heard the fight. More than one of them seemed impressed
by description of my killbots. An older man told me, “I’ve heard of
similar weapons. Don’t know if they were Ascendancy, Abominator, or
Alliance. Whatever it was, I never managed to find them anywhere or I’d
have ordered as many as I could afford.”

When we got within roachbot range of the end of the tunnel, I sent a
couple observation bots out of the tunnel to get a good view.

They weren’t destroyed the instant they passed of the cave’s mouth—a
good sign. What they showed was a little less straightforward than that.
The tunnel exited from the stone formation ten feet above the ground. It
wasn’t a straight drop. The colonists would be able to walk down a ledge
that became wider the longer it got, meeting the ground some forty feet
to the left of the exit.

If they felt impatient, they could drop to the ground. Ten feet wasn’t
that far.

Like most of the stone formation, it lay next to an empty field. We were
further down the coast from Landing, the settlement’s largest town. Its
force shields glittered in the sunlight.

Next to Landing’s force shields lay the bodies of the spacers who’d been
trampled by the herd of elephant/rhino/boar things. They’d been busy.
Over the time that we’d been underground, they’d been burying bodies and
added a few more. The new bodies appeared to include a few more dogs
like Jaclyn’s dog Tiger as well as a few more predators. I couldn’t see
details from this distance—just mounds of fur, scales, or in one case,
feathers.

A set of force shields with a greenish shimmer glowed next to the
graveyard. The spacers had either taken over the colonists force fields
and modified them or set up their own shields. Unwilling or unable to
disarm the colonists’ traps, they’d set up domed shelters inside. I
doubted there could be many more than two hundred people in that space,
but I didn’t know for sure.

That didn’t cover everything though. As the first observation bot swung
around, showing the next tunnel exit over. I gasped as it came into view
because this tunnel had been attacked. Burn marks surrounded the stone
around the tunnel’s exit, but not just the tunnel’s exit. They’d also
left big scorch marks in front of the tunnel, and along with those
scorch marks, burned bodies—at least 50 of them. Scorched and smoking
armor, space suits, and weapons lay there with them.

That group had been ambushed.

At about the time that thought went through my head, my HUD registered
Cassie’s and Jaclyn’s presence, routed over to me through the bots.

“Rocket!” Cassie’s voice felt a little too loud in my HUD. “I don’t know
if you can see our exit from wherever you are, but no matter how bad it
looks, we’re not dead.”

“Good,” I set one of the bots in a slow circle near to the exit and set
the other to a wider circle in the opposite direction. I also checked to
see if HAL was in range, getting no response to my ping. “What happened?
It’s obvious that there was an ambush, but I can’t tell much more than
that.”

Cassie didn’t even stop to breathe. “There’s not much to tell. Our
groups joined up and became a massive group—maybe 500 people. There’s no
way a group like that is going to be stealthy, so we should have
expected that people would be waiting for us. A couple of their people
went ahead of the larger group as scouts—which saved everybody. They
found people waiting ahead of us in the tunnel and turned around to tell
us.

“Problem was that as soon as they turned, the whole group started
firing. Plus there were more running down the tunnel after them. Jaclyn
and I rushed forward with the gun raving like a madman in my head. I’m
pretty sure it was the best day that thing’s had in years because I shot
a fuckload of people. Jaclyn took out everyone I missed, but she got
shot a lot.”

“Whoa,” I tried to formulate a sentence. Just because her suit
registered her, it didn’t mean she was alive.

Jaclyn’s voice came over the HUD’s speakers. “I did get shot a lot.”

She took a long breath. “I’m not in the best of shape. Don’t get me
wrong, I can still fight, but I’m burned all over. The new costume did
some good but it didn’t stop everything. If we’re going to fight these
guys more often, I’m going to need better protection against heat and
light.”

Marcus cut into the conversation. “Me too. I nearly died a couple
minutes ago.”

The volume of Jaclyn’s reply made the speakers crackle. “What? Nick, you
need to watch him better.”

Cassie’s voice cut in. “But he’s not dead.”

Marcus’ sigh was audible through the helmet’s internal speakers. “Don’t
worry about it, Jacks. I’m fine. Better than you, I bet. Tikki reversed
time in her bubble. I’m right back to where I was before I got shot.”

Cassie let out a breath. “Whoa. That’s awesome.”

In a quieter voice than before, Jaclyn asked, “Do you think it would
work on me?”

I looked over at Tikki. She didn’t look like she’d heard Jaclyn’s end of
the conversation. Kee would have had a way to listen
in.

“No,” I said, “it gets more taxing the longer it is from the event. She
had Marcus in her time distortion bubble practically the second after he
got hurt.”

Jaclyn sighed. “That was too much to hope for. Then, I need you to
understand. I’m not at my best. I’m going to do everything I can, but I
don’t have much in the tank and almost every part of me hurts.”

“It’s okay,” I told her. “We’ll figure things out. There aren’t many of
them left anyway.”

Near me in the cave, Marcus grinned. “That’s right. We’ve got some good
news. Agent 957’s dead.”

“Well, that’s one less—“ Cassie began.

Talking over her, Jaclyn asked, “How did that happen?”

Marcus looked over at Tikki and then at me. “I don’t know. I assumed it
was Nick, but…”

“It was Tikki.” I looked over at her and she nodded. “She aged him into
dust.”

Marcus looked over at me and then at Tikki. “No kidding. Wow.”

Tikki held up her hands. “I didn’t know if you were alive or dead.”

“That’s more than you told us you could do back when we met.” He looked
at her.

“I didn’t know. I’d never tried it.” She shrugged.

I knew she wasn’t going to tell him until she thought everything was
over, but it still felt like she was ignoring everything that happened
and everything that she’d said. I wasn’t going to say anything though.
Tikki’s true nature would be a huge distraction for Marcus—even more so
than it was for me. Anyway, for the moment, she was all Tikki. Depending
on how far into Tikki she was, she might not even know what I meant when
I brought it up.

Deciding that dwelling on that couldn’t help, I brought
up the most important topic of the moment.
“We’ve got to figure out what’s next. The way I understood the plan was
that the people we’re escorting are going to go meet up at different
rendezvous and we were supposed to do whatever it took to keep Four
Hands, Kamia, Neves and Ascendancy forces away from them. The way I see
it, at this point we probably have to go find Four Hands and the rest.
Otherwise, they can hunt down the different groups whenever they want.”

Cassie grunted. “For a bunch of former terrorists, you’d think they’d
get a bunch of people together and give us some backup.”

Jaclyn responded before anyone else. “Oh come on, Cassie. You know they
weren’t all terrorists. Plus, they’re middle-aged people with kids now.
They were probably terrorists when they were our age.”

I thought back to the evacuation plans the colonists had shared with us.
“After they scatter to their other hideouts, it looks like they’re
supposed to see how many soldiers they can field for guerrilla warfare.
If any come to help, they’ll probably come with Kals—which reminds me.
Have any of you seen her, Katuk, or Crawls-Through-Desert?”

Both Jaclyn and Cassie said, “No.”

“But you’re right,” Jaclyn said, “if we’re going to keep them off the
colonists, we have to find Four Hands and the leadership immediately. We
don’t have time to worry about where everyone else is. Without the
leadership, the spacers will only worry about survival.”

“Okay,” I said. “What I’m seeing with the bots is that there are a bunch
of them gathered behind a force field next to where we hit them with the
herd of um… eleboars? Whatever. I don’t know if Four Hands is there, but
going there might help us find him.”

“Right,” Cassie said, “they’ll call on him to deal with us.”

I thought about it. “That’s probably true.”

At that moment, a big glowing light appeared in the streams from the
observation bots. I focused on that and saw that a glowing figure had
appeared in the sky above the field between the colony and the caverns.

It didn’t take much to recognize the figure. It was a projection of Four
Hands. Along with the visuals came booming audio of Four Hands’ voice
(or so I assumed).

“Congratulations Xiniti, you’ve bested us. You’ve scattered the
colonists so completely we’ll never find them all and only they know how
to survive on this hellhole. We’d like to negotiate the terms of our
surrender. Come to our camp and we’ll talk.”

On a gut level, I wanted to believe it could be that simple, but I
didn’t.

Marcus looked toward the cavern’s opening. “That’s loud. I can hear it
through your bot feed, but I don’t need to. It’s just as loud in here.”

I hadn’t noticed, but when I thought about it, he was right.

“We can hear it too,” Jacklyn said. “Does he seriously think he’s
fooling anybody?”

“You could make the case that they’ve lost,” I said. “If no one shows up
and they actually have to live here without any help from the colonists,
they probably will die. But yeah, it is a little early for them to give
up, we know they summoned help, and it looks like they’re trying to
exterminate the colonists. I’d say he’s probably figuring that if he
kills us, he can hunt down everyone else—which is what we were kind of
saying earlier. We’ve got to take out Four Hands’ people. They’ve got to
take us out. Meeting with them is probably our best chance.”

I sent a ping out for HAL again, getting no reply. It was worth a shot.

“I think you’re right,” Cassie said, “but we’d better be careful about
it.”

Jaclyn grunted what we were all thinking in that moment, “Huh.”

“I know that’s not what you’re expecting me to say, but what I’d do is
give you a meeting spot and then bomb it or set up a bunch of snipers.”
Cassie paused, “Right?”

I checked with the observation bots, focusing them on the camp. While I
couldn’t identify individuals, there were four handers, more typical
human spacers, and a few Ascendancy soldiers, most of them wounded. That
was just on the outside edges of the camp. I couldn’t see into the
middle of the camp. All the same, it didn’t seem likely that he’d
destroy his own people to take us out.

On the other hand, I didn’t know him, but it seemed over the top. He’d
have to view his own people as disposable to be willing to do that, and
members of the military that I’d known tried to avoid shooting their own
people.

Answering Cassie, Marcus said, “Remind me never to negotiate with you.”

“Tikki,” I turned to look at her, “would it be unusual or normal for a
Human Ascendancy soldier to kill his own people to get a target?”

Tikki frowned, “Unusual? Yes. It would be very unusual, but they’ve done
it. I think their motivator made them.”

With Agent 957 gone, they didn’t have a motivator or at least they
didn’t have one outside the normal military structure, meaning they’d be
less likely to sacrifice fellow soldiers in theory. The Xiniti implant
confirmed that. Xiniti records showed that motivators who were within
the military used their powers in support of the military’s goals. It
was outside motivators that sent them on suicide missions.

“We shouldn’t all go,” I said. “I’ll go and then the rest of you should
be ready to come in to help me if things go wrong or if we decide we
have to attack.”

Jaclyn spoke before anyone else could. “No. You shouldn’t be alone. You
should have backup right there with you.”

“I don’t think so. I think it makes sense to only send me because that
way you only lose one person if things go horribly wrong. That one
person should be me because Cassie’s gun is vulnerable to Kamia, you’re
hurt, Marcus can’t do area of effect attacks, and Tikki’s powers are too
limited.”

Even as I said the last part, I thought about what Tikki really was. If
we could be sure Kee would use Tikki’s powers as effectively as Lee used
his different identities, Four Hands and the others might as well give
up.

Before anyone else could interrupt, I added, “Besides, I’ve got a good
chance of escaping if I have to. If I use the rocketpack, I can fly
away. I don’t intend to be caught or killed, but better one of us than
all of us.”

After a moment, Jaclyn said, “Okay. I don’t like it, but it makes sense.
But if we’re going to do it, we’re going to have a plan. You’re going to
keep in touch and we’ll keep on listening. If we decide we need to move
in, we’ll do it. If you get in trouble, we’ll get you out.”

We talked through our plans and options for the next half hour, talking
on our comms and sitting in our tunnels. When the glowing figure began
to repeat itself for the tenth time, we stopped.

“No matter how tempted you are to fly,” Jaclyn said, “walk toward them.
We’ll need the time to get into position. Talk to them. Get them going.
Talk tech with Four Hands if you have to.”

“It might be worth a shot.” I summoned the observation bots back into my
suit and began to walk across the field. I wanted to run, but that
wouldn’t give them time either.

Taking a breath, I decided to enjoy the walk, looking at the waist-high
grass, the flowers, and small animals that bounded away through the
grass. Grey furred, long-eared, and long-tailed, I couldn’t decide
whether they reminded me more of rats or rabbits.

In a better universe, I’d have been taking biological samples so I could
pass them off to scientists back home.

Whatever I might think about this universe, though, I had a duty. I kept
walking. As I walked away from the caverns the icons showing Cassie’s,
Jaclyn’s, and Marcus’ presence turned inactive. They were going deeper
in and meeting up to follow a tunnel that opened up out of sight on the
other side of the field.

I’d run calculations with assistance from the implant and given the
distance and probable speed, they ought to get there the same time I
reached Four Hands and company. I’d have to stall for them to make it
the rest of the way, but who knew? Maybe Four Hands wanted to surrender
for real. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible.

Reminding myself that picking up the pace was a bad idea, I ran through
the plans we’d decided as I walked. In truth, they weren’t plans as much
as a series of conditionals along the lines of, “If a group breaks off
and begins running away while the rest charge, we’ll use that maneuver
Lee taught us this spring…”

I kept them in mind, putting one foot ahead of the other, stepping or
jumping over puddles and mud. It would have made for a more exciting
story if at some point I stepped into a puddle and the claws or
mandibles of something below tried to pull me under, but nothing did.

Safe from exciting cliches, I made it to their camp.

I couldn’t help but note that their force field generators had a
different design than the colonists’. Black half-globes on flat bases
gave off a blue glow similar to the colonists’ generators. Off top of my
head, it struck me as a bluer blue even though it was still transparent,
and I also noted that the wall only extended a good twenty feet in the
air. The colonists’ generators created a field that reached about one
hundred feet if I remembered correctly.

I wondered if the spacers’ force field generators were adjustable. It
could easily be that their default settings were for worlds where the
potential attackers were smaller, but they were in for an unpleasant
surprise here.

As I came closer, it became obvious that they’d noticed me. Most of them
were watching in my direction. The ones that weren’t were scanning the
skies and checking other directions. I couldn’t know exactly why, but it
was amusing that they thought an attack could come from any direction
now that I was here.

Maybe that should have given me pause given our plans, but it didn’t.

As I walked up to the force field, an opening formed in the blue,
shimmering field ahead of me. I walked through it, finding myself
surrounded by Human Ascendancy soldiers, spacers, and their four handed
techs. The soldiers trained guns on me.

One of them pointed deeper into the camp, saying, “This way. Follow me.”

There wasn’t much of a choice. I followed him, walking between what
looked like inflatable, plastic containers that the implant identified
as multi-use shelters used both on and off-planet. Most of them were
green with a few blues, and a smattering of brighter colors—red, yellow,
and orange.

According to the implant, the shelters were supposed to adjust color to
blend into the environment when on planets, but might default to louder
colors designed to stick out when rescue was required.

From what could see through the open doors, most of the shelters held
wounded people, almost all of them likely hurt in our attack on the
battleship or in the stampede. However they were hurt, the Ascendancy
soldiers didn’t appear to feel the need to pretend to be friendly. Never
dropping their guns, they scowled at me the entire way.

After a minute of pushing through the small streets between the lines of
shelters, we came to a clearing. There were no buildings or shelters.
There was a firepit that was filled with wood and the burned remains of
past fires.

To the side of the fire stood Four Hands. He wore gray, powered armor.
The helmet hung from his belt next to two guns. His face remained
expressionless as he saw me enter, but when the Ascendancy soldier said,
“He’s here,” Four Hands watched me, waving the soldier away.

“Welcome, adopted Xiniti. I’d expected that there would be more of you.”

I nodded, wondering how his implant would interpret the gesture, but
saying, “We thought sending one would be enough. If that changes, we’ll
let you know.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure you will. You’re a puzzle, you know. The Xiniti
rarely induct humans into their ranks. I can’t tell you how rare because
they don’t publish their statistics anywhere, much less send them to the
Human Ascendancy, but I don’t have records of human adopted Xiniti in
the past ten years. Beyond that, I don’t have record of the precise
technology that your suits appear to be made of at all.”

He looked at me, moving his eyes up and down my suit. “In fact, from
what I’ve collected from our people’s suit cameras, all of you are
wearing the same technology, but yours appears to be more extensive than
anyone else’s. I’ve begun to suspect you might be the inventor.”

That blindsided me. It shouldn’t have. When you looked at it from the
outside, it was logical. We used tech that looked like Xiniti tech, but
if you were a techie, you’d notice the small details that would cue you
into the fact that this was homebrewed instead of mass-produced.

Bearing that in mind, the question was whether denying it or admitting
to it would lead to a more distracting conversation. I went with
admitting to it. Talking shop with the guy might run the risk of telling
him more about my armor than I wanted him to know, but the same was true
in reverse.

I said, “Kind of. It’s built on more technology than just mine and we’re
all from a world on the edge of things. So, it’s less advanced than what
you’re probably using. It’s more a hodgepodge of technology that I was
able to get a hold of and then repurpose or reverse engineer.”

None of that was false. I’d come up with the suit’s current ceramic
material on my own based on Grandpa’s tech, but the current ceramic was
based on alien tech I’d gotten when aliens tried to blow up St. Louis.
Plus, the nanotech element was mine, but the rest was a mix of my stuff,
Grandpa’s designs, and Earth tech that I hadn’t had a reason or time to
redesign.

“It’s effective.” He looked the suit up and down. “You’ve survived shots
from our weapons and one of your projectiles nearly made it through
Kamia’s force field and that’s the Masters’ technology. Am I right in
guessing that it used mono-molecular tech?”

I considered lying, but said, “Yes, mostly.”

He shook his head. “There was a period where the Masters used that
technology in war, but it only lasted until they invented effective
shields. Our shields are based on theirs and though we don’t use them
commonly, there’s been no reason to bring back monomolecular weaponry
when everything and everyone important is shielded.”

He stopped, glancing around the clearing.

That’s when I realized that we were alone—not completely alone because
we were in the middle of a camp, but close to alone. We were the only
ones next to the fire and while we were surrounded by their inflatable
habitats, there was a forty foot gap between the fire and habitats on
every side.

This was private to the degree that it could be.

He walked the rest of the way around the fire pit and stood in front of
me. “Your technology might give us the power to win this endless contest
we’re in with the nations around us. I know you’re not feeling friendly
to the Human Ascendancy, but hear me out.”

Under any circumstance other than waiting out the clock to get Jaclyn,
Cassie and Marcus into position, I would not have listened to him.
Giving the Human Ascendancy a better weapon was not part of my plans
ever. That shouldn’t need to be said, but I feel like it should be given
that my implant was freaking out.

It wasn’t freaking out in the literal sense. The implant had artificial
intelligence, but not in the “self-aware and capable of making its own
decisions,” sense. Its artificial intelligence was the kind where it
learned how I processed information over time and presented it in an
optimal way. In this moment, it was giving me a prolonged political and
historical view of the Human Quarantine.

After the Abominators, the Alliance and the Xiniti had pushed the
Abominators’ genetically modified servants into a sector of space. The
Human Ascendancy was one of many, but currently the most powerful. With
better weapons, it might be able to unite the whole Quarantine area,
something the Xiniti were deliberately trying to avoid.

With a united humanity, the Human Ascendancy had a realistic chance of
breaking out of the Quarantine and reconquering territory that the
Abominators lost. More to the point, for the Alliance, a united humanity
was one of those hot-button political issues guaranteed to generate fear
and anger. If it ever looked possible, I could count on a massive
pre-emptive strike by the Alliance.

You could argue that having the Alliance attack the Human Ascendancy and
destroy it wouldn’t be a bad thing, but that failed to account for one
crucial fact. Earth was within the Human Quarantine. Even though we
might not be a target, we’d still get hit.

“I don’t need to hear you out. The Human Ascendancy is horrible. They
literally mind control their people, implant suggestions in their heads,
force them to watch and betray people they care about… I literally saw
someone’s head explode because she’d been manipulated by them. I don’t
want to help you guys take over all of human space. I mean, honestly,
that’s about the last thing I want.”

Even as I said it, I knew that that wasn’t the best answer possible. The
best answer possible was one that would keep the conversation going
indefinitely while everyone got into position. This answer amounted to
shouting, “I’ll never join you!”

Shortly after that line, Darth Vader revealed himself to be Luke’s
father and Luke jumped down an air shaft.

Um… Sorry for the really old spoiler?

On the other hand, shortly before that, Vader had cut off Luke’s
hand—which wasn’t the best possible lead up to any conversation. I’m not
the most persuasive person in the world, but I’d say that almost nobody
is more likely to listen to you after you cut off their hand unless
maybe you tell them you’re sorry and you’re calling an ambulance.

Even then, I’m not sure I’d trust them.

That tangent aside, Four Hands didn’t tell me that he was my father or
cut off my hand. He sighed and said, “I know. I feel the same way. The
Human Ascendancy needs my people desperately, but it couldn’t care less
what we want. We want to come up with ideas, invent, change things, but
the Ascendancy can’t let us do that. It needs us to repair their ships
and come up with new ways to get around innovations made by members of
our race that other people have enslaved.”

He glanced from one side to another and when he talked, he spoke in a
low and distorted voice. “I’m not asking for the Human Ascendancy. I’m
asking for my people. If they’re thinking I’m asking for the Ascendancy,
I’ll be able to convince them to let you go.”

I looked at his face. He had the faceplate of his helmet off, showing
his face. I couldn’t speak to the rest of him, but his face seemed to
have barely any fat at all, barely covering the bones. Hairless, like
all of the other four-handed we’d seen, his cheekbones and jaw stood out
as if they’d been chiseled from rock. At the same time, his eyes darted
about, looking at my face most of the time, but darting downward to look
at my suit and lingering on the weapons under my arms.

“That still doesn’t sound like a good idea. You might be lying or you
might be mind controlled yourself and not know it. Besides, I don’t know
much of anything about your people.”

Four Hands nodded. “I understand. My people were genetically engineered
by the Abominators to fix and care for their spaceships. After the
Xiniti and the Galactic Alliance destroyed the Abominators, my people
retreated to the few zero-g habitats, spaceships and low gravity worlds
that we controlled, but that wasn’t most of us. Most of us found
ourselves working for whoever controlled whatever territory we were in.
I grew up in a zero-g habitat controlled by the Human Ascendancy and
yes, it was as bad as you probably believe it would be. The motivators
told us what to do and we did it. They rooted out any hint of rebellion
and we were happy knowing it meant the Ascendancy had become stronger.”

He stopped, taking two heavy breaths, and continuing. “At least we were
happy on the outside where they could see. Secretly, we hated them and
invented devices that helped us keep our minds clear of their influence.
The problem is that we never thought big. We came up with ways to live
under them and keep our heads, but never overthrew them.”

Thinking about the direction of the conversation, I said, “And that’s
what this is all about? You think that my killbots are the final piece
that will allow the four-handed to rise up against their oppressors and
become free? That’s a big load to put on a small device. And believe me,
there are things it won’t work against. So far, the common theme is
magic. They were less effective than I want against an elder dragon and
a servant of the Artificers.”

He stared at me. “The Artificers? What servant? What do you know about
the Artificers?”

I couldn’t tell him that I now knew two of them personally or about Live
or Destroy factions. Telling him that Marcus was dating one was right
out. I said, “Just what everyone knows. They left things for future
civilizations. Also, we fought one of their creations. It was terrifying
and horrible. I’m not going to say more than that.”

“My people don’t worship the Artificers, but they’re impressed with the
technology. Anything that can last that long and still function is the
work of great genius, something we respect. We don’t have any intention
to fight them. As long as your device works against the Ascendancy,
we’ll use it.”

The tone of his voice stayed the same—calm and thoughtful—but his brows
furrowed as he looked me over again.

As he did, Jaclyn’s voice sounded in my helmet. “We’re in position.”

“Great,” I said. “There’s a problem though. He’s not surrendering, but
he might be volunteering to turn on the Ascendancy.”

For a moment, I heard silence as Jaclyn processed that. Then, “As long
as you’re not being attacked we’re coming out ahead of what we expected.
Keep us in the loop.”

“I’ll broadcast the conversation.”

“Okay.”

To Four Hands I said, “How would handing off the technology work? I
don’t have the plans here. They’re mostly in my head. I can describe
them to you, but honestly, there are a bunch of little things that I
might not remember to say. I’d suggest knowledge transfer via implant,
but you’ve got an Ascendancy implant and I’ve got a Xiniti implant and
both of them might have internal programming that we don’t know about.”

Four Hands grinned. “We know more about the implants than most people.
We designed and built the Ascendancy military’s, but you’re right. They
include protections and the military implants are especially suspicious
about unusual connections. What I’d suggest is that if you have any that
I can take and then describe your methods of construction, we’ll
probably be able to figure out the rest.”

I let out a breath. “I’ve only got two left.”

“That’s all?” He cocked his head to the side, looking at me.

“Back home I don’t generally need to kill people. In fact, if I did kill
people when I didn’t need to, I’m pretty sure I’d get in big trouble.
So, I generally don’t have more than five killbots on me because I
pretty much never use them and they’re a bother to make and I have to
maintain them if I expect to have them work after a month of sitting in
my armor waiting to be used, much less a year of waiting to be used. All
of these are about a year old. Anyway, I didn’t expect this kind of
mission. I probably should have, given the Xiniti, but even then, maybe
not. I didn’t need killbots when we got invaded. My standard bots were
good enough. Anyway, I’ve got two, and I’m not sure I want to give them
away.”

I considered ending there, but decided that it wasn’t enough. “I want to
help you, but honestly, I don’t know if I should trust you. Anyone can
say they want to take out the Ascendancy, but doing it is another thing.
Plus, if you think about it, what you’re doing is asking me to give up
my most effective weapon for analysis. You’re not offering to help me or
surrender. You’re offering to let us go, but if you think about it, we
don’t even need that. We’ve got a ship. In theory, we could use it to
get fairly high up and fire on the group of you till you’re dead.
Obviously, that doesn’t feel right to me, but we could. So, in addition,
to telling me why I should give you those bots, I’d like to know why
you’re trusting me at all, and also, why it makes sense for me to do
this your way.”

He nodded. “I understand. It’s not every warrior that would give up one
of their weapons to someone they’ve been fighting. It doesn’t make sense
and you need to know why you can trust me. It’s all wrapped up with why
I believe I can trust you. You’ve seen my people. We fix things. We
don’t get involved in fights. We serve those who are stronger than we
are. I’m unusual because I decided to fight instead of serve, but I can
do both, much like you can.

“Like you, I’ve had to root out my hesitation to kill. It’s still more
natural for me to run and avoid the fight than to take part in it. We
have access to files on you from the spy in your ranks. Before she died,
she sent us word that you hailed from a planet where Abominator bred
humans had nothing to prevent them from  mixing their genes randomly. I
don’t know who your ancestors were but your ability to invent is unusual
even among our kind. I’d like to believe that you’re descended from one
of us.”

We had lied to the colonists about that, but it wasn’t untrue.
Abominator bred had come back to Earth and Abominator created genes had
been loosed among our population in many different ways. It was more
likely that my ability and the four-handers’ descended from some common
ancestor than the other way around, but who could say?

Four Hands watched me, eyes steady as he continued. “I’ve seen footage
of your fights and you don’t kill every time you can and when you do, as
with the stampede, it’s because you don’t have other realistic options.
The fact that you hold to that despite the temptation to go another way
makes me think I can deal with you and that you can deal with me. I
think you’ll want to because if I prevent our people from going after
the colonists, it will cause less death than the alternative. Then, if I
can end the Ascendancy, it will be even better.”

In my head, Cassie said, “I’m not sure I buy it.”

Into my helmet, I asked, “Why?”

Cassie paused before answering. “I don’t know. We don’t really know this
guy. He’s buttering you up, trying to make a connection because his
people do tech stuff too?”

“To be fair, I did kind of ask him to butter me up.” Then I turned my
attention to him. “Can you prevent your people from going after the
colonists?”

His eyes narrowed and he frowned a little. “I can here. As long as the
colonists keep up their disappearing act until our people come here,
I’ve got a good chance of persuading people it’s not worth the trouble
of finding them. I’m sure they have people who know how to hide from our
equipment. If our people have any whiff of them, I won’t have any choice
in the matter, but whatever you’re doing now is working.”

Over the comm, Jaclyn said, “I’m tempted to give him a chance. If the
Xiniti show up first, it won’t matter what weapons we have, but if the
Ascendancy shows up first, we’ll need him.”

“Seriously?” Cassie’s tone couldn’t have made her doubt more obvious.

Marcus cut in. “Tikki thinks you should listen to him.”

“I do.” Tikki’s voice sounded distant—which it would. Even if Marcus had
his helmet open, I’d designed the microphone to record as little as
possible beyond the user’s voice.

Then I thought about what she’d said. If Tikki were just Tikki, I might
not have given it too much more thought, but given that Tikki was Kee,
avatar of what amounted to one of Lee’s childhood friends, I had to give
it more.

I looked Four Hands in the eyes and said, “Okay. I’ll do it.”

I released the final two killbots and let them roll out of the
compartment under my forearm and into my left hand. I’d deleted the
software first, figuring that even if I was willing to give out the
hardware, I wasn’t willing to allow someone to try to figure out every
detail of the system.

Then for the at least the next twenty minutes, probably more, I
described how the bots worked, including key details that explained how
it had managed to get as far past Kamia’s shield as it did.

He got it. He even suggested a couple ideas that might get the bots
further through an Abominator shield. Assuming they weren’t red
herrings, they were worth an experiment or two when I got back home. The
only bad point being that I’d have to grab an Abominator force field on
the way out and for all that I always wanted to grab new technology, it
never seemed to work out.

The rare exceptions seemed to be alien tech. I was still getting ideas
out of the alien robot we’d grabbed. So, it wasn’t unreasonable that I
might be able to grab a force field to experiment with.

When Four Hands appeared to have grasped the basic concepts involved in
constructing the killbots, I asked him. “Do you know if there are any
spare Abominator style shields that I could experiment on when I get
home?”

He shook his head. “They’re closely held pieces of hardware. The only
one I have easy access to is mine and I’m going to need it when I make a
run for it.”

I couldn’t deny he had a point there. And anyway, the sonics were even
more effective against shields and I knew I had no intention of passing
that on. We’d need that advantage if the Ascendancy’s fleet appeared.

“Understood,” I tried to think if I had anything else I wanted to ask
him before we all disappeared and hid. “So what are you going to do if
Kamia and Neves track us down?”

He frowned and clasped his (upper) hands together. “I’ve been thinking
about it. I’ll do my best to avoid fighting you. You’ll have a better
chance against them when I’m not there. I can’t do much more than that
except to miss more often than normal if you’re in my sights. Well, that
and what I said earlier. If you don’t give us a good reason to search
for you, I’ll do what I can to keep everyone here.”

“That’s something,” I glanced down toward the dead firepit and then out
at the tent city around us. “I can’t ask for much more than that.”

He grinned suddenly, “But I can give more than that. My people have a
relationship with the Waroo. You fought them on K’Tepolu. They’re
enormous beast-like mercenaries. We hire them when we need muscle.
There’s a Waroo ship in the system and they’re looking for you.”

“Oh,” I said, “if you could manage to not mention that I’m here, that
would be great.”

“No kidding,” Marcus said over the comm.

Four Hands laughed. “It’s better than you think. I’m not sure why, but
when I talked to them, it sounded like they felt like they owed you.
They told me to give you one of our distress calls. You can call them
once and they’ll perform a service for you. If it’s an extended service,
you’ll have to haggle about details, but if it’s simple and short,
they’ll do it without argument.”

He held out a metal disc and I stared at it. “I’m not trying to trap
you,” he said. “I wasn’t going to tell you about this if we couldn’t
come to an agreement.”

I took the disc. I was already trusting him with the killbots. In for a
penny…

“What did you do for them?” He asked as I put the disc into a pouch on
my belt.

I looked up. “We fought, but I paid for the medical bills of one of
their people. I didn’t know that they knew. If anything I was expecting
them to want to hunt me down.”

He gave a quick nod. “Why did you help them?”

Shrugging, I said, “I don’t know. I didn’t see any reason to let one of
them die because they couldn’t pay when I had the money to help. It
seemed better than letting someone die pointlessly.”

He watched me for a little while then, not saying anything. “That’s not
how the Ascendancy would have handled it. Your treatment of your enemies
is unusual and I’m sure some would say it’s naive. It’s helped you here,
though.”

I thought about that and the fact that I’d given him my last two
killbots out of the five that I’d brought. I couldn’t argue that people
accusing me of naiveté were wrong. Four Hands had enough power to
prevent the Ascendancy from chasing us for now, but not if their fleet
arrived.

I looked out at the tents again. A few spacers and soldiers talked in
the rows between the tents. Others moved from one tent to another,
looking inside and then sometimes opening the door.

Our meeting was basically over-which led to another thought. “What are
you going to tell your men?”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They’ve been manipulated for so long
that they’ll believe anything anyone in authority tells them. The ones I
have to worry about are Neves and Kamia and for now they’re willing to
let me talk to you. They’re willing to put off hunting you if I can
convince you to hand over your killbots. They don’t know who the bots
will actually help, and I have many ways to make sure they get to my
people and not the Ascendancy.”

“Okay. I should probably get out of here then.” I gave the camp 360
degree check with my HUD. People weren’t arming themselves and rushing
in. Nothing had changed from the last time I’d looked.

He gave me a small bow. “Though you’re not truly one of us, it’s my hope
that you and your friends survive whatever comes next. As for myself,
I’ll be doing everything I can to free my people. May you stay clear of
gravity wells and stay clear of the Artificers in your explorations.”

The implant pegged that last sentence as a reference to a formal
blessing the four-handed used among each other.

Not knowing what else to say, I told him, “Good luck. If you’re against
the Ascendancy, I hope whatever it is you’re planning to do succeeds.
Please don’t take this wrong, but it’s always a danger for
revolutionaries to turn into the people they revolted against. At least
that happens on our world. I hope it doesn’t happen on yours.”

Then I activated the rockets and took off, passing above the camp and
the rows upon rows of tents. Anything he said in reply was lost to the
sound of wind and the roar of rockets.

I aimed myself toward the forest north of the camp and the settlement.
My HUD showed that Jaclyn, Cassie, and Marcus were there. I deliberately
flew past them, staying low and landing alongside the forest. Assuming
they only had visuals, it wouldn’t be precisely obvious where I was
going.

The walk gave me time to consider whether or not I’d done something
stupid. In some ways, I was tempted to answer yes to that question. I’d
traded my bots for peace with the small, damaged remains of what was
left of the Ascendancy’s forces on the planet. It wasn’t a terrible
trade assuming Four Hands stuck to it, but there wasn’t anything forcing
him to.

On the other hand, based on the Ascendancy history that the implant gave
me and what I’d seen of Four Hands, I was willing to believe he might be
a revolutionary waiting for his moment. Tikki’s support of him gave me a
little more confidence in that direction too. I could only hope that
Tikki had been speaking as Kee then and not as Tikki, life support
specialist, Marcus’ girlfriend, and figment of Kee’s imagination.

I ventured deeper into the forest, disappearing from the sight of the
camp. The underbrush crackled and cracked under my feet as I aimed
toward the signal in my HUD.

Only five minutes into the walk, I noticed a group of bushes next to a
tree. By itself that wasn’t unusual, but the HUD’s thermal imaging
showed a human-shaped heat signature behind them. Before I decided on a
plan, a voice said, “Don’t shoot. It’s me, Kals.”

She stepped out from behind the bushes. “I caught up with the rest of
your group. We’re going to join up with my mom. We’ve got scattered
above ground hideyholes that we can use for a little while. If we play
it right, we can stay out of the Ascendancy’s sight until they starve or
leave.”

I found myself smiling at the sight of her. It was good to know she’d
survived. I hoped the same could be said of Katuk and
Crawls-Through-Desert.

Before I could say anything though, HAL’s icon glowed green in my HUD.
“With the destruction of the Ascendancy’s ships, I’ve spent time
off-planet using the system’s ansible. Data I’ve gathered indicates that
we can expect at least two fleets to be entering the system in minutes
if they aren’t here already.”





Planet in the Middle


        Lee, Excursion Keep (Artificer Ruins), Forbidden Space

It was over. They’d fought across millions of lightyears and at least
ten different alternate universes. He’d killed Bakanan, using the device
Kee designed to channel his power and so much more into a burning beam
that crossed universes and expanded into more dimensions than the
material creatures of this universe understood. The beam hit Bakanan’s
true form, destroying him everywhere.

And now, Lee knew, there was one less of them. There hadn’t ever been
very many by comparison to the short-lived races he’d been hiding among,
but now there was one less. He couldn’t say he felt bad about killing
Bakanan, but he did feel a twinge about bringing his species one step
closer to extinction.

That thought led him to Halas.

He shook his head. With all the fighting over, he’d settled into the
form he’d used when he was last here—his “dust dragon” form—the one he’d
used for faster-than-light travel when they were young.

He stood if it could be called standing, in the middle of a wide circle.
In the middle of the circle, a blue dome glowed. The circle sat in the
middle of broken buildings, all of them made from materials that no
creature in this universe so far had words for. At its height, Excursion
Keep had been a city that covered half of a planet, sheltering his
people as they began to explore the universes, their allies, and
visitors from this universe as well as others.

He remembered the lights, the crowds, the parties that never seemed to
end. He’d left one to find it still going ten years later, and that was
far from the longest he’d heard of.

When he’d first arrived here, he’d been learning what he was and what he
could do. After a time where they’d learned the basics, he’d left with
Kee, Halas, Nataw, and many others.

Now he was back here with Halas except Halas wasn’t doing much. Halas
floated inside the blue dome in his own dust form. After he’d called in
Bakanan to attack Lee, he’d watched from outside the fight offering
small assists to Bakanan, but nothing that put himself at risk.

After Lee had killed Bakanan, Halas traveled here. He’d planned ahead,
using a trap he’d set for Lee or maybe for someone else long ago.

They’d materialized and a stasis field activated, aiming for Lee. He’d
been lucky. Kee had made similar traps years ago and he knew how to
avoid them. Before the field fully engulfed him, he’d moved it toward
Halas who didn’t have time to move.

Now Halas floated within the blue field as a cloud of dust, unable to
connect to his larger self and be released.

Lee considered killing him. It wouldn’t be hard. If he used his full
abilities, he could destroy Halas before Halas knew what was happening.

He found that he didn’t want to. Well, that wasn’t quite true. Halas had
tried to kill him and if he ever got free, he’d try again. He wanted to
avoid that and killing Halas would be the most efficient way. In this
spot though, thousands of years worth of memories of Halas poured
through his mind and not all of them were bad. If he was honest with
himself, most of them were good.

He frowned at the dust in the blue dome, knowing that he wouldn’t kill
Halas today and wondering what the real reason why was. He couldn’t deny
that he missed what he’d been when he’d started out in the universe, but
he’d killed Bakanan. Bakanan had been around back then too.

He knew that he might have been changed by living among the humans for
so long. Leaving a defenseless enemy alive seemed like the kind of thing
Nick or his grandfather might have done.

On the other hand, he knew these traps. This one would operate for at
least one hundred thousand years based on the power it had available. By
then, he’d be long done with the Earth project one way or another. Earth
would be fighting the Destroy faction 10,000 years in the future at
most.

Halas might easily wake to a humanity that could handle him, something
Lee wouldn’t mind seeing.

And that woke another thought. With the Issakass and Halas handled, he’d
gotten what he wanted out of this. It was time to find out if Nick and
the others had done as well as he thought they would. He concentrated
and accessed the nearest ansible. Excursion Keep had a few and it didn’t
take much work to attach one to the Alliance’s network.

A few minutes later, Lee cut off the connection. He couldn’t determine
everything from public news sources, but what he could find showed that
the Cosmic Ghosts were on the move. That was an interesting
non-coincidence. If that weren’t all, he’d found news that Xiniti,
Galactic Alliance, and Human Ascendancy ships had been seen jumping away
from K’Tepolu.

He supposed he ought to start heading in that direction himself. Given
the distance, he suspected he’d miss the main action, but being around
for the aftermath might be fun. It would be interesting to see how the
kids handled a multi-fleet battle.

He began to float away from Excursion Keep, taking one last look at the
city while readying his form for faster-than-light travel. It had been
nice to see it again.

Noticing the blue dot that held Halas one last time, Lee decided that
former friend or not, if Halas reappeared before this was all over, he’d
kill him and he’d enjoy it.

Nick, Hideaway

Hal didn’t know exactly when the fleets would enter the system, but he
promised to keep me informed. I passed that on to Kals who sighed and
said, “We’d better get moving.”

With that conversation over, Kals led me to where everyone else was
waiting. It was only a few hundred feet further into the woods next to a
thick clump of trees that stood so close to each other that only Marcus
would have been able to make it between them.

Jaclyn looked over at Cassie, Marcus, and Tikki. “Are you
ready?”

Cassie shrugged. Marcus nodded and glanced over at Tikki who chimed in
with a chirpy, “Yes.”

Something about Marcus seemed a little off. I couldn’t put a name to it.
I wondered if Tikki had told him, but then I’d have expected him to be
more depressed. Though you never knew, maybe a cross-species
relationship with a massive age difference could work.

It did for Bella and Edward, right? I never watched the movies or read
the books, but that’s what I’m assuming. That said, the idea that a
vampire represents a different species is arguable, and the age
difference between Kee and Marcus would be billions of years instead of
hundreds. Anyway, forget I mentioned it.

Kals pointed deeper into the forest. “This way. And Nick, could you walk
ahead with me and scan? We don’t want to be surprised.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow as she looked at me. “I guess I’ll scan behind
us then.”

“Good idea,” Kals said and took my arm, leading me forward with her. As
we walked through the forest, Kals kept her voice low, asking, “Did
something happen between them? When I first saw them, Tikki seemed a
little quiet and Marcus didn’t seem to know what to do.”

I frowned. “It’s a little hard to explain. Actually, I’m not allowed to
explain. Tikki told me not to. When she tells Marcus, we’ll all know.”

Kals glanced over at me. “That kind of secret? I’ll wait.”

Part of me wanted to explain that she couldn’t possibly have guessed
correctly, but that part of me was quickly silenced by the larger part
of me that knew that this secret wasn’t the kind you talked about.

We walked through the forest, not following a path, stepping on thick,
brown leaves that tore under our feet. “What does your mom want us to
do?” Waiting for her answer, I watched through my HUD, not seeing any
sign of other life and understanding a good point of hiding in a forest.
All the big animals were too big to be comfortable.

“I don’t know,” Kals said. “She wanted to make sure that everyone got
out and was safe. You’re included in ‘everyone,’ but I don’t know if
she’s got a special task for you. I think she just wants you all nearby
in case something comes up. Even though they didn’t think much of you at
first, everyone’s impressed with your group now, native Xiniti or not. I
don’t think they quite dare to find out what would happen if we faced
down the rest of the Ascendancy without you.”

“The good news is that we might not have to even if the fleets I
mentioned do show up. If we’re lucky, that whole battle will take place
in space and we’ll only have to deal with the Ascendancy forces that are
left here and those guys might not want to fight at all. Jaclyn told you
about that, right?”

She stared at me. “No.”

With that, I went through the whole story of what happened after we left
the caves, starting with the giant images meant to get our attention
(“Well of course we saw those, but we didn’t know you’d gone through
with meeting them.”). We drifted back to the death of Agent 957 and
Marcus’ near death (“Shit.”), but I skipped Tikki’s revelation Then I
told her about meeting Four Hands and the deal where he promised to
leave the colonists alone and I gave him a couple killbots (“Your last
ones? You trusted him?”).

Though she couldn’t see it through my helmet, I pursed my lips. “I
did—up to a point. I gave him the killbots which went halfway through
Kamia’s shield, but I didn’t pass on my sonics. They actually took Agent
957’s shields down. Anyway, he did seem to trust me and I didn’t see a
downside. Does the resistance recruit four-handers at all? The Xiniti
don’t seem to think you do, but I’m figuring you might know more.”

Kals shook her head. “We don’t. It seems stupid now that I’ve heard your
story, but I don’t think anyone ever thought it would be possible. With
the exception of that guy—whose real name can’t be ‘Four Hands’—they run
from combat and they switch sides to work for the winner. Plus, they
don’t live on planets. You almost never see them off a ship. I’m sure no
one in the resistance thought we could trust them.”

“Maybe it’s worth a shot in the future.” I checked behind us. The others
were keeping up, but they weren’t directly behind us.

“Yeah… If we pulled them in, we’d have access to every big ship in
space. By the way Nick, we’re almost there. It’s just past the hill
we’re going up.”

It was hard not to notice the hill. Thick with trees, I wasn’t sure when
it started or where the crest would be, but we were definitely going up.

I was about to reply to Kals when I received a communication from HAL.
“They’re here.”

With it came an image of ships pouring out of holes in space, small
Xiniti ships zigging and zagging as they fired on the Ascendancy’s giant
cylindrical battleships.

I couldn’t tell whether the Xiniti or the Human Ascendancy was winning.
The Human Ascendancy had more ships when you considered their fighters
in addition to their battleships, but the Xiniti’s ships (even their
battleships) were smaller and changed direction with no warning at all.

They’d turn on an angle, target an Ascendancy battleship with a large
part of their firepower, inflict damage and change direction again,
putting another battleship in the way of the first’s return fire. It
didn’t always work out. Xiniti ships exploded too, but not as many as
Ascendancy fighters. On the other hand, there weren’t as many Xiniti
ships.

If the fleets had been roughly equal in size, I’d have bet that the
Xiniti would win, but they weren’t. While the Xiniti ships were harder
to hit and harder to damage when they got hit, the Ascendancy did pick
them off one at a time.

The Xiniti did the same, but from the short clip of the battle that
played in my helmet, I didn’t dare try to predict the end.

“Where are you?” I asked HAL.

“I’m on the planet and hidden from view. I’ve set up a stream of
information from the ansible that allows me to monitor what it can sense
and am using my own sensors and ability to simulate battle to fill in
the gaps.”

I stopped walking, glancing over at Kals to see if she’d noticed. She
had, and stopped, turning to look at me. “Is something wrong?”

To her, I said, “Yes, but it’s complicated.”

She took in a breath. “Great. I love not knowing if I’m about to die.”

To HAL, I said, “Are you close enough that we could use the ship if
necessary?”

“Yes, but while the chance that the Ascendancy will detect me is
currently low, it goes up as the battle moves closer to the planet. If
you’re considering joining the battle, joining the Xiniti fleet gives a
small improvement to their odds of winning in the most probable versions
of this fight. If the Ascendancy sends a landing force down to the
surface, your presence increases the chances of the colony’s survival.”

“Good to know,” I said. “Keep me informed if the battle changes enough
that our presence is likely to help.”

The connection ended and images of the battle disappeared. I looked
around to find that Jaclyn, Cassie, Marcus, and Tikki had caught up.

Even as I began to turn toward them, Jaclyn asked, “Did HAL show you the
fleets too?”

“Fleets?” Kal looked over at her and then back at me. “They’re here
already. It’s not just the Ascendancy, right? Someone else came through
too?”

“The Xiniti,” Cassie said. “I didn’t see anybody else.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Alliance ships are pretty likely, but I didn’t see them
or the Ghosts. Maybe they’re on their way? I have no idea.”

Kals took a breath and pointed ahead. “My mom needs to know about this.”
Turning back to look at the rest of us and back at me, she said, “You
made a deal with Four Hands. If the Ascendancy wins, he can’t do much of
anything for us, assuming he was in the first place.”

“I know,” Jaclyn said. She stepped over a small stump, pushing between
the trees which were growing ever closer to each other as we went
higher. “Where’s your mom?”

“Over here,” Kals pointed up the hill.

We followed her up and over the crest. Between the number of the trees
and the small distance between them, it felt like we spent the entire
climb squeezing between them and finding good spots to put our feet as
we walked.

On the other side, we found them. The woods were just as thick and
overgrown, but at some point in the past, someone had cut down enough
trees that they could put up a long, thin shed. It wasn’t a beautiful
work of carpentry, but it stood amid the trees without falling down.

Following Kals through the door, we found Jadzen, the surviving members
of the council including Iolan, spouses, children, and their unofficial
bodyguards. At least that’s what I interpreted the men with guns to be.
None of them were unmarked by their escape from the caverns. Most had
scrapes on their skin, a few had bandages wrapped around their arms, and
one man’s arm hung in a sling.

Iolan stood next to him with some device, asking questions and feeling
the arm.

As we walked through Jadzen stepped away from the table next to the far
wall where she’d been sitting to say, “Thank you,” to each of us as we
stepped inside.

When the door shut, she said, “We have monitoring equipment hidden in
the forest, but we can’t see very far beyond it. What’s been going on
outside?”

We began to explain what had happened to us and what we’d done, but as
we did something distant exploded and screamed in the air above us.

Everyone’s eyes went to a series of holographic screens set up along the
walls, most of which showed the forest, but a few showed the sky. Far up
in the sky, one of the Ascendancy’s cylindrical battleships fell,
burning, but still firing beams back at the Xiniti ships attacking it.

In a maneuver that felt choreographed, the Xiniti ships all moved to the
right side of the bottom of the Ascendancy battleship, firing bright
beams at a spot three-quarters of the way down the battleship’s side.

Flame burst from the spot and the back of the ship. The battleship’s
nose turned downward, aiming for the ground and hitting it, throwing up
dirt, rocks, smoke, and flame.

The ground moved as it hit. It wasn’t hard enough to make anyone fall
over, but it was hard enough to feel. Along with the shock came a series
of booming noises accompanied by the screech of hard surfaces scraping
against each other, finishing in a final thud.

It was long out of their screens’ view by the time that was over, but
one screen showed the side of a large hill. The forest cascaded into the
small valley below and then up the hills on the other side. Past them
rose a great cloud of black smoke in the distance. Chunks of the top of
several hills had been ripped off, destroying the trees and exposing
dirt and rock, leaving mangled pieces of the hull, some of them still
glowing in spots, making thin trails of smoke in the air above where
they touched the trees.

I hoped that they weren’t hot enough to start a forest fire. That could
be worse than fighting the Ascendancy. We had a hope of winning against
them in a fight, but we weren’t prepared to fight fires.

I thought back to Larry’s “Rhinomobile,” a tank-like vehicle he’d
designed for combat, but included hoses in case he started fires.
Judging from stories my grandfather told me about Larry, it seemed wise.
He did seem to do more damage than you’d expect.

That said, Grandfather’s claim that Larry had something to do with the
volcanic eruption of Mt. Saint Helens seemed unlikely.

I had a moment of wondering what technology I could get out of the ship,
but I knew better. Assuming the technology survived the fall and the
explosions, the ship was too hot inside and possibly radioactive.

On the bright side, if this could be considered a bright side, any
people inside were dead—which meant no reinforcements for the planetside
Ascendancy troops.

Well, not until the Ascendancy decided to send a landing force down. It
wasn’t likely until the battle was over or close to it. According to the
Xiniti implant, Ascendancy dropships were relatively easy targets if you
knew they were there. It was when they dropped at night and outside of a
battle that they became useful. In that situation, they reached the
ground quickly and then you had to deal with ground forces.

Whatever I knew about the Ascendancy forces, the colonists must have
also known because they all watched the smoke, but they didn’t seem
scared.

Jadzen Akri put the best possible face on it. “That’s one more down. If
the Xiniti can keep that up, the Ascendancy ships may not survive the
night.”

On the screens that showed the sky, Xiniti ships flew upward,
disappearing into the blue.

Turning to us, Jadzen asked, “Do you know what the situation is in
space? Are the fleets large?”

Jaclyn looked her in the eye. “I don’t know how many there are, but
right now there are two fleets—Xiniti and the Ascendancy. We don’t know
who’s winning.”

I spoke up too. “There are at least five Ascendancy battleships—one less
now, but I’d be surprised if that meant there were only four left. I got
the impression that the ships I was seeing were only a small part of the
fleets. The Xiniti didn’t have as many ships, but they had enough to be
roughly equal.”

Another thought pushed its way to the front of my brain. “Have you seen
any sign of Katuk or the plant?”

Jadzen shook her head and then looked around the room. “Have any of you
seen them?”

A few people said, “No,” while others said nothing—an answer in its own
way.

“You’re welcome to stay here,” Jadzen said. “Our best chance for
survival is to remain here out of sight until the people above us are
finished fighting. We have hundreds of hidden retreats. The plant and
the Xiniti could easily be with any of our groups.”

I turned to Jaclyn, “What do you think?” Noticing Cassie’s scowl, I
added, “What does everybody think?”

Cassie leaned forward, “I think that Katuk’s out there alone, he’s going
to go after Kamia and die. He practically said he would when he first
found out she was here.”

Marcus sighed. “He kind of did, didn’t he? She killed a bunch of his
people. I don’t have the faintest clue how we’d find him though, not
without opening up our implants to the world and getting Kamia’s
attention ourselves.”

Jaclyn frowned. “I don’t like the idea, but I think we should stay here.
We can’t do much out there except attract attention to ourselves. If we
do that, we’re either going to die or accidentally reveal any colonists
who happen to be nearby.”

“That’s probably the best idea,” I said. “I agree with Jaclyn.”

The discussion went on longer than that, but that was what we settled
on. After that, there’s not much to be said. We had a meal of the
Ascendancy equivalent of an MRE and sat there in the dark, listening to
the chirp of the insects and the howls and screams of distant wildlife.

We hoped it was distant, anyway.

A few hours into the night, HAL woke all of us up with a message, “The
battle has shifted away from this planet, but that’s not all. Though the
main bodies of both fleets are fighting further away from here, the
Ascendancy and the Xiniti have both released dropships on the planet,
all of them heading for the colony.”

I thanked HAL for the message, adding, “Tell me if any of them land near
us.”

The group of us all had mats next to each other on the floor. The mats
were both thin and surprisingly comfortable despite the fact that we
were in a small shack with hard floors. I want to describe them as
hardwood, but who knew what the materials were?

I glanced over at the holographic screens showing 3D representations of
the world around the hideout. I saw animals, but no people. I wasn’t the
only one looking at the screens either. Cassie, Jaclyn, and Marcus had
all been woken up by HAL. Tikki slept on the mat next to Marcus’ mat.
Whether she was truly sleeping was an open question, given her true
nature.

Kals, though, had taken a mat between Jaclyn and me and she was awake by
the time I opened my eyes to stare in the direction of the screens.
“What’s wrong?”

Jaclyn and I looked at each other. I said, “Well, the good news is that
the ship to ship fighting has moved away from the planet. The bad news
is that Xiniti and the Human Ascendancy both dropped ground troops to
the surface. I’m assuming the Xiniti are here to protect you and
Ascendancy is here to kill all of you. The thing is, it doesn’t really
matter what they’re here for at all. What’s most likely to happen is
that they’re going to end up fighting each other while all of the
colonists try to stay out of the way.”

Kals nodded. “That sounds about right. Do you know where they’re
landing?”

“I can ask, but the information’s coming from our ship and it’s hiding,
so it may not have all the information we want. I’ve asked it to tell us
if they’re landing nearby, though.”

I sent the ship a request for pictures of where the landings were and
got back a picture that showed dots that centered around the landing
field and the open area next to the colony. They weren’t too near us,
but since we weren’t far from the colony, they were too close.

In a different picture, I noticed one more detail. Some of the dropships
were leaving the planet. While Ascendancy dropships’ main purpose is to
land on a planet and take control, they can leave a planet. They aren’t
as good at it, but they can do it.

On the way up they’re slow and don’t have much of a range, but they can
get soldiers back up into space for pickup. From what I could tell by
examining the series of shots, they were sending the wounded soldiers up
into orbit.

It was better than I expected of the Ascendancy, but I supposed they
were human and humans care for their people. At any rate, a totalitarian
society needed to care for their troops. Without their loyalty, they
can’t keep their citizens in line. Motivators couldn’t be everywhere at
once. They had to create some level of real loyalty.

That was the rational way to look at it. I couldn’t believe that was all
of it. Someone in power there responded with a basic sense of decency.
It didn’t make me like them better, but it made it hard to view them as
simple, unrelenting evil.

I told Kals. “They’re landing in the big open areas—the landing field
and the areas between the settlements. Oh, and they’re also landing
around the spacer settlement, filling their dropships with the wounded
and sending them back into space—which means that if we head over there
the camps won’t be full of the wounded anymore. They’ll be full of
able-bodied soldiers.”

“Are the Xiniti firing on the dropships?” Kals watched me as I clicked
my palm, flipping through the shots.

“There’s no sign of it. Actually, my implant says the Xiniti and the
Ascendancy have some kind of arrangement where they don’t fire on each
other’s noncombatant wounded. I guess that extends to ships.”

She shook her head. “I should have known. The Ascendancy’s leadership
said that they killed everyone. Painting the Xiniti that way made it
easier to hate them. Even the resistance fears the Xiniti. We’ll take
their help, but we don’t trust them.”

“Huh. Well, it looks like we’ve got plenty to worry about just from the
healthy soldiers. From the pictures, the camp’s now turning back into a
staging point for whatever they’re planning to do to the Xiniti and
ultimately, us.”

Four Hands wouldn’t be much help now that he wasn’t running the show.

Even in the dark, I could see Kals frown. “Then we’ve got to tell my
mom.”

She got up, walking down the side of the room, tapping the man assigned
to watch the screens on the shoulder and having a whispered conversation
that I didn’t overhear, but I didn’t need to. He pulled his hands away
from the computer interface and clenched his fists.

Then they both walked further down the length of the building, stepping
around people sleeping on their mats.

From the mat on the other side of Jaclyn, Cassie said, “We’re fucked.
Look at that.” Then she pointed at one of the images on the screen. A
camera on the edge of the forest had picked up a group of Ascendancy
soldiers, all of them in clean, undamaged armor, passing into the trees.

Comparing the camera’s position to the implant’s maps of the forest, it
was clear they were coming straight for us.

It didn’t take much to guess what had happened. Four Hands probably knew
where at least some of the forest hideouts were. He could avoid going
after us when he was the ranking officer of a force that was mostly
wounded, but that wasn’t true anymore.

Even worse, I recognized the people leading the group. Neves, massive
and hugely muscled walked next to Kamia. The soft glow of her force
field hinted that they didn’t see stealth as a major concern now.

Four Hands wasn’t anywhere to be seen in the group. I wasn’t sure what
that meant. It wasn’t impossible that a motivator from the new group of
Ascendancy soldiers had gotten him to confess, but it wasn’t likely. If
he was as he seemed, a revolutionary in the making, he might be plotting
with his people now.

I couldn’t assume it would do us any good, though.

Jaclyn glanced over at Kals and the tech as they talked with Jadzen. “If
they’re not coming for her, I don’t know why they’re coming this
way.”

Marcus looked past her toward the screens, “We’d better do something
then. We’d better go—unless you think we can take them out. I know
you’re not at your best though.”

Frowning, Jaclyn glared at him. “I know. Right now we can fight or run
and I don’t know where to run to. I could get Jadzen out of here, but
that just means they’ll go after the rest of you.”

I thought about calling the Waroo, but that wasn’t a solution either.
With the new troops behind them, the Waroo mercenaries would be a delay
and nothing more. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t use their help if we
needed a delay, but I didn’t want to waste their efforts—especially if
they might die on my behalf.

Turning to Tikki, Marcus asked, “Is there anything you could do?”

Tikki bit her lip. “I can’t do anything big enough to affect all of
them.” Then she stared at the screens.

From Jadzen’s side of the building came her voice, “There’s nowhere else
to go that’s any safer and doesn’t put others in danger. We’re going to
have to fight. We have defenses here. If we run, they’ll find us while
we’re traveling.”

I looked around the long room. People stirred as the conversation’s
noise woke them up. Though I’d missed it before, it wasn’t all of the
Council members. They’d spread out some of the leadership. Beyond that,
there were the Council’s bodyguards, more than a few of whom were fit,
and had guns lying on their mats. It wasn’t more than ten, but that was
something.

Plus, of course, they had us—which might have given Jadzen more
confidence than I felt we deserved.

Jadzen stood, pulling on robes that struck me as heavier than what I’d
seen her wear before. “Everyone, wake up!”

My suit buzzed out the commanding tones, but her speech had the desired
effect. People sat upright on their mats, pulling on clothes.

“The Ascendancy has received reinforcements and they’ve chosen to send
troops here. We all know why. This is where most of the Council is. They
want to cut off the head before killing the rest. As you know, these are
the last of our prepared refuges. We have nowhere else to go. On the
surface, our choices are to fight or to surrender. You remember why we
left and you know that surrendering means to have our minds remade in
the image of the Human Ascendancy.

“So, we can’t surrender. We can only fight. That’s why I’m sending word
to all of our people that we are fighting and they may have to as well.
Be aware that it is not hopeless. In addition to the Ascendancy, the
Xiniti have also landed troops on the planet. If we can survive long
enough, we’ll receive assistance both from the Xiniti and our nearest
bunkers.

“Arm yourselves if you can fight. If you can’t, go to the lower level.
We can’t offer anything more now, but we will not let you down.”

Jadzen turned toward us. “Our defenses will hurt them, but unless we’re
very lucky, they won’t destroy them. We’ll need your help. At first
they’ll encounter our traps, but soon enough there will only room for
your deeds to keep us safe.”

Cassie met her gaze. “We’ll be there. It’s not like there’s much of a
choice.”

We all looked at her. “There isn’t,” she said. “I hope there’s a better
plan than simply waiting for the traps to fail before sending us in. We
need something better than that, right?”

Jadzen only said, “You’ll have to devise one. Our people will be happy
to work with you”

If Cassie’s comments bothered her, I couldn’t tell. She turned toward
one of the bodyguards—this one prematurely white-haired, but
mid-thirties by his features. “Trenith, you’re familiar with our
defenses. Coordinate with them.”

Then Jadzen turned toward the tech who’d been watching the screens,
“Send the alert.”

In the distance, a bomb exploded and figures on one of the screens were
bathed in fire. Trenith watched as Kamia and Neves stepped through the
flames unharmed.

Trenith exhaled and kept on watching as the Ascendant Guard members kept
on walking through the forest, their shields keeping the flames away
from their bodies. One screen showed a map of the forest. If there were
any doubt they were walking in our direction, the map killed it.

Trenith’s eyes moved from one screen to another. “We don’t have long.
The outer circle is mines. The inner circle is force fields and lasers.
There isn’t anything else. We’d hoped to be able to evacuate to the
nearest neighbor, but with all of their people coming, we just have to
fight. There’s nowhere we can go that they can’t find us. So, I’d get
outside the force fields and get ready to fight.”

“God,” Cassie said, “when I said ‘traps,’ I was imagining more than
that. That’s practically nothing.”

Eyes wide, Trenith could only say, “It wasn’t supposed to happen this
way. We were going to use the caverns for big stuff like this. This was
where we’d go if one ship did a flyby.”

Jaclyn looked over at Cassie. “You’re not going to make it any better by
arguing with him. We need to get out there.”

Cassie took a breath, “I know. Let’s do it. Let’s go off to the side to
those trees there. Maybe we can flank them.”

Noting the trees that Cassie was pointing to on the map, I said, “We can
try.”

On the screen, the forest floor fell out from under a group of
Ascendancy soldiers following behind Neves and Kamia and the soldiers
disappeared into a pit.

Cassie stared. “That’s more of what I imagined when I was thinking of
traps.”

Trenith shook his head. “We gave up on pits years ago. We kept them up,
but we decided they’d be a waste of time and we were right. Watch them.”

Even as he began the sentence, soldiers began crawling out of the pits,
claws extended. Some of them were stained with dirt. A few bled from
scrapes, but none of them seemed badly hurt. If they were anything like
Haley and Travis, they wouldn’t be. Even if they’d fallen, they’d have
caught themselves on the wall before falling all the way down.

“Let’s get out there,” Cassie walked toward the door and we followed her
out into the dark.

We weren’t alone. Kals followed us out.

She wore what my implant classified as light armor—a gray jumpsuit that
darkened as we stepped out into the night. I didn’t doubt that she could
be useful, but given the real possibility of death, I wondered if
risking Kals meant risking that Jadzen wouldn’t be able to make good
decisions if Kals died.

Maybe I was being sexist, but I’d like to think that I would have been
just as worried if Jadzen was a guy and Kals was his son as opposed to
her daughter. Either way, I didn’t try to stop her. As a trained
motivator, she might be able to stop the battle without a fight and she
probably wouldn’t be as effective back inside.

I didn’t get a chance to finish my meditation on the wisdom of risking
Kals. Marcus used the comm. “I’m going to stay here by the door. I’m
going to be most useful if they manage to get close.”

I didn’t argue with him. He was right. My HUD gave me a visual of him
lengthening enough to fit on one side of a tree. Tikki slipped into the
trees near him and it made sense. They were both better off close.

The rest of us squeezed our way between the trees and it wasn’t easy.
They weren’t any less close than they had been before we went inside. We
pushed through, step by step, tree by tree, making our way to the spot
on the map Cassie pointed out. All the while, I listened for the sounds
of footsteps or the sounds of explosions.

I didn’t have difficulty finding them either. The trees were close and
the Ascendancy soldiers big and broad-shouldered. When I pointed my HUD
in their direction, I heard the scrape of armor against tree, creaks as
someone pushed trees sideways to widen the path.

For all of Cassie’s complaints, it wasn’t a bad place for a fight if you
wanted your opponent to fight the terrain as much as they did you. Of
course, it’d be nice if you weren’t fighting the terrain too.

Plus, even if mines and force fields weren’t a wide variety of traps,
they had their uses. The Ascendancy set off mines three different times
on the way in. They had no chance of sneaking up on us.

When they finally did come within sight, they knew that the colonists
knew they were there. How could they not? So instead of sneaking in,
Kamia pulled a device from her belt and held it to her mouth.

“Jadzen Akri. This is Kamia of the Ascendant Guard. We know where you
are and we have more than enough troops to catch and kill you and all
your companions.”

Kamia wasn’t wrong. I counted 40 soldiers standing in the dark behind
her, some of them stepping away from the main group to surround the
building. That would be enough soldiers to handle everyone she knew
about.

“If you value their lives, surrender now.”

“One,” Jaclyn said. “Two…”

When she said, “Three,” we were to find out how well she’d accounted for
us.

On “Three,” Jaclyn ran toward Neves, Cassie ran toward Kamia. I turned
on the sonics, aiming them at the largest groups of soldiers. My initial
blast of sound started as noise meant to distract, turning into sound
meant for destroying technology.

As disquieting as fighting soldiers who, for all you can tell, could be
cousins of your girlfriend and her brother might be, it had one good
point. I knew exactly how to attack them. Please don’t take this as some
sort of repressed urge toward domestic violence, though–I didn’t like
it. It was strangely nice to go someplace where nothing was familiar and
find that my enemies had the same powers I’d been fighting in training
for last three years. The only major difference being that here the
owners of said powers fully intended to rip my throat out.

That difference meant that for once I did not at all feel bad about
exposing sensitive ears to frequencies that caused them pain.

I wasn’t the only one doing it either. Behind me, Kals opened her mouth
in a scream that might not have been as loud or focused but had the
added benefit of carrying a compulsion along with it.

My implant translated her command as, “Run!”

They didn’t all run. The Ascendancy had enough enemies with motivators
to craft helmet tech that allowed their own motivators’ voices to get
through and prevent their rivals’ from doing the same.

As my speakers found resonant frequencies in the soldiers’ equipment,
about a third of them turned and ran. Others leaped forward despite
crackling noises coming from their helmets, far too many of them
deciding that I was the threat that had to be taken down.

If they were doing it because of my armor’s resemblance to the Xiniti’s,
I wasn’t impressed, but I had a bad feeling that they’d recognized the
synergy between my sonics and Kals’ voice. That, I respected, because
they were right.

All of my familiarity didn’t make me immune to fear as Ascendancy
soldiers jumped toward me, mouths open and filled with long fangs. I
don’t know if humans’ fear of that is instinctive or learned, but
whatever the origin, it comes easily.

Having spent as much time training as I had by then, the response is
natural enough—fire bots from your right arm and spray sonic destruction
from your left. The Ascendancy armor worked against my standard bots,
but not entirely.

When the bots exploded (and this was true especially if the soldiers
were in the air), they had a solid pushback even if they couldn’t get
through the armor. Plus, if your armor was designed to allow you to bite
people, that’s a point of vulnerability.

I’d made modifications to the standard bots’ programming during my
downtime. First, knowing that the bots couldn’t penetrate, I’d set them
to calculate the angle that would force them the furthest off course.
That didn’t bother me, but the other one did. I’d set them to aim for
the mouth if they had the opportunity. It didn’t make me feel good to do
it, but we were at war here and I decided I had to prioritize the lives
of the people we were protecting and my friends over the people who were
trying to kill us.

So when they swarmed me, the soldiers that jumped for me found bots
exploding against their sides throwing them off course and into the
trees. Hitting the trees was less due to programming than the density of
tree trunks here. It was harder to miss them. Less agile than Travis or
Haley, more than one soldier hit the trunks and went down. More managed
to redirect themselves by using a tree trunk to change direction again,
but it wasn’t easy. Some of them still hit trees.

Of the two changes I’d made, that allowed the kinder possibilities—if
you regarded being bludgeoned unconscious or to death as kind. You could
argue that was kinder than having your head explode, something that
happened at least twice in my sight.

The second time came as I began to use my helmet’s 360 degree view to
check on Kals behind me. In paying attention to my peripheral vision, I
let one get too close. He raked out with his right claw, grabbing me by
the neck and beginning to squeeze.

I brought up my right arm, firing off a bot which whipped past the
soldier, turned in a tight circle and went through the mouth opening
where it exploded. The soldier died in a burst of blood and fire.

It’s the memory of images like that that give war a bad name.

At the same time, I did get to see how Kals was doing—okay. I knew that
she was physically equivalent to Cassie, but tended to forget it. Out of
the corner of my eye, I could see her fighting with a pistol in one hand
and a long knife in the other. She dodged out of the way of a soldier’s
rifle, distracting him, but not stopping him with her voice, and driving
the knife into his heart. Then she stepped back, pulling out the knife
and firing her gun at the next one.

Knowing that Kals was handling herself, I could concentrate on everyone
else. Cassie had made it across the gap between herself and Kamia and
stood in front of her, firing the gun at Kamia’s shield.

The shield held.

I would have targeted it with my sonics, but I didn’t have a clear shot.
There were Ascendancy soldiers rushing me and I found myself shooting,
punching, and blasting them with the sonics, watching Cassie when I had
a second. By the next time, I saw her, Cassie had pulled out her sword
and switched her gun to the left hand.

With one strike, the sword cut halfway through the shield. The only
thing that saved Kamia from having her stomach cut open was expanding
the shield’s size and backing up.

With the sword in the shield’s sphere nearly to the hilt, Cassie had to
pull it out. At the same time, Kamia fired one of her guns through the
shield. My implant noted that the shield had opened when she’d fired. No
doubt there was some way Cassie could use that but I didn’t have time to
think it through. I found myself blanketing the soldiers nearest me with
sonics with my right hand and narrowcasting the sonic on my left at a
group of soldiers heading toward Cassie.

Smoke floated upward from one of the soldiers’ helmets. He threw it off
his head, warning Cassie who jumped sideways, putting both Kamia and the
soldiers to her left side, allowing her to fire the gun’s bright, white
beam at the soldiers. They scrambled to avoid it, some of them getting
burned.

Along with them, a couple of the trees nearby burst into flame, but it
didn’t seem to be growing and spreading. Still, it stood out in the
night.

I tried to find Jaclyn and Neves, but my HUD didn’t make it easy—though
you could argue that the problem was less the HUD and more that Jaclyn
and Neves moved to quickly to follow.

The HUD represented Jaclyn as a purple blur and Neves as gray. They
didn’t stay in the same place, moving between the trees except when one
or the other attacked. In that moment trees would crack, breaking in two
or falling over because they’d been hit in the side.

As the trees burst into flame, Neves or Jaclyn threw an attack that
broke the trunk of a tree in half. The upper half fell—only to be caught
in the air by the density of the forest before it lost even five feet in
its distance from the ground.

The gray and blue blurs in my HUD clashed again even as it fell—only
this time I could see Jaclyn fly backward through the air, smashing into
the side of a tree hard enough that the tree seemed disintegrate behind
her. Half the thickness of the tree trunk fell to the ground in a cloud
of sawdust and splintered wood as she bounced off the trunk and fell to
the ground.

As she hit, I could see Neves appear next to her, driving his hand down
toward the back of the neck in a move clearly intended to kill. Except
then, in a move I recognized only afterward, she rolled back to her feet
and instead of attacking him said, “Nick. Laser,” into her comm.

Not sure whey she wasn’t attacking herself, but confident she had a good
reason, I aimed my laser at him and fired. It wasn’t an easy shot with
all the Ascendancy soldiers on the ground, but at that moment I would
have been okay with shooting through any number of soldiers as long as I
could help Jaclyn out. She wouldn’t be asking if she didn’t need it.

The shot burned the arm of a soldier and a started a tree trunk burning
before it found its target, hitting Neves in the ribs as he turned
toward Jaclyn.

Knowing as I did that the laser could melt through the hull of a
battleship provided I could stay next to the ship long enough, the most
surprising result of hitting Neves was that the beam didn’t instantly
emerge from the other side of his stomach. For a moment, I thought it
had, but I was wrong. He’d only stepped back from the beam. It had
melted through his armor as he gasped, leaving a wide red welt on his
skin along with blackened flesh and the melted and charred remains of
his costume.

I swung the beam in his direction as he backed away, and burned more
trees and Ascendancy soldiers for my trouble, but not hitting Neves.

Neves had gone—which was good because I’d taken the laser’s dedicated
battery down to about a quarter in that short time. If I wanted to save
energy, I’d have to use it on the pulse setting.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cassie cut into Kamia’s shield again
except this time she wasn’t alone. With Neves out of sight, Jaclyn
blurred, running up to the shield and hitting on the line where the
shield was reforming after Cassie cut it with her sword.

For a moment, the blue glow of the shield disappeared and I could see
Kamia’s eyes widen. At the same time, she grabbed for her belt while
turning to run.

By itself, that wouldn’t have done her much good against Jaclyn or
Cassie. What did help was that the shield reformed around her, but much
closer to her body. If that had been all, she would have died, but it
wasn’t.

A bullet-shaped bolt of force from the direction that Neves disappeared
hit Cassie, knocking her over. A second bolt, glowing yellowish-red
around the edges, flew toward Jaclyn, but she moved to the side,
avoiding it.

In that moment I felt a painful pressure in my head. It didn’t feel like
when Daniel got into my head. To say that it felt alien didn’t cover it.
It felt orderly and emotionless. It broadcast pain, but without any
feeling of anger or animosity.

For a moment it felt as if it might try to go deeper into my head than
surface thoughts. In that instant, I felt more than the smooth, almost
artificial presence it had shown so far. The being on the other end of
the mental connection quailed and squirmed as it pushed deeper.

Daniel had set up defenses in my head—first one that hid information
from an invader and later he’d set up a trap that used imitations of
Lee’s mind. One attacker had literally gone mad after trying to probe my
mind. In retrospect, it might not have been so effective if Daniel
wasn’t working with me—someone descended in some way from Lee’s species.

But that wasn’t the most important thing on my mind then.

In the moment that the mental presence made contact with Daniel’s trap,
warped as it might be by my association with Lee and my heritage, the
contact recoiled and the connection ended.

I became conscious of my surroundings again, noticing that I wasn’t the
only one who had been attacked—Cassie and Jaclyn stood with their eyes
glazed over as I came to and jerked into consciousness a little after I
did. Behind me, Marcus, Tikki and Kals didn’t seem to have been
affected.

Kamia, though, had started running and the Ascendancy soldiers followed
her, aiming their weapons at us to buy time for their escape. Cassie
managed to dodge behind some trees as a hail of bright beams burned the
ground and trees around her, sometimes hitting her armor.

Jaclyn and I were in much the same situation except that Jaclyn could
still act. Even I could see her stumble from whatever injuries she’d
taken before we met up, but every soldier Jaclyn hit stayed down. Kamia
retreated behind a phalanx of Ascendancy soldiers, all of them firing
weapons.

Even with my armor and Jaclyn’s speed, she’d still be hit enough to get
past the armor, given time. Jaclyn wasn’t suicidal, taking out small
groups and stragglers that hadn’t moved fast enough to join the main
group.

As they disappeared into the woods, Cassie asked, “What do you think?
Should we follow them? I mean look, I know it sounds crazy, but they’re
going somewhere and it’s probably to join up with fresh troops and then
come back. If we could take them out before they got back there, they
wouldn’t get back.”

Kals wiped her bloodied knife on the body of a dead soldier. “Could you
take them out? Because if you can, I think you should.”

“Absolutely not,” Jaclyn put her hand to her head and took a breath.
“Normally, I might be able to stop them by myself, but not right now and
not with Neves in the group. Next time we meet them, we’ve got to try
something different. He absorbs force—like that guy we fought ages ago
back home—Payback, right? I didn’t know it before I started fighting
him. I thought he was your run of the mill tough guy, and all I managed
to was power him up.”

She looked over at me. “That’s why I told you to shoot him. Next time,
you or Cassie have to take him on. I’ll go after Kamia.”

From behind us, Marcus said, “I think I could take him—at least if he
didn’t have time to power up first. Tikki could too.”

Barely loud enough to hear, Tikki said, “I could have.”

“Me too,” Kals added, “if we can get his helmet off.”

Jaclyn waved her hand in the air. “Okay, okay. I get it. I’m the last
person who should have taken him on.”

“Yeah,” Cassie said, “but you should have been the one on Kamia. She’s
got some kind of slaved Abominator AI on her that kept on trying to
break into the gun and into me through the link I’ve got with the gun.”

That explained the mental attack. Unable to stop myself, I said, “Is
that what that was? All I knew was that it didn’t feel like a human
telepath.”

At about the same time, Jaclyn stared at Cassie. “You should have told
us. I would have swapped.”

Cassie frowned. “You saw the sword cut through her shield. I was so damn
close to taking her down I could taste it.”

Jaclyn shook her head.

Kals sheathed her knife. “If you think they’re going to come back, we
need to get my mom and everyone out of here. I just wish I knew where to
send them. We don’t have anywhere left that’s more secure than this.”

Taking a breath, Jaclyn said, “Your mom said she would have evacuated to
your nearest neighbor if they had the time. Wouldn’t that be better?”

Kals frowned. “Well, it wouldn’t be here, but it wouldn’t be any more
secure.” She glanced back at the shelter. “You know what? I think that’s
the best we’re going to do. I’ll tell her.”

She walked toward the shelter as Marcus, Tikki, Jaclyn, Cassie and I
came together in a circle. Marcus looked over the group. “So what do you
think? Are we going with them? I feel like we have to until they’re
safe, but at the same time, we’re not fixing anything, you know? We’re
waiting for something bad to happen and hoping we can handle it. This
fight could have gone either way. There were a lot more of them than
there were of us, but they had no way to expect that Cassie’s sword
could cut Kamia’s shield or that Jaclyn would recognize Neves’ powers
and have Nick shoot him.

“Now they know, and they’re going to swamp us with numbers or something,
right?”

I thought about it. “That’d be one way to do it, but if they caught us
while escorting Jadzen’s people, they could ambush us with less people
as long as they grabbed a few hostages.”

Glancing my direction, Jaclyn shook her head. “That’s an awful thought
and God, you’re right. Hostages would throw us off, and guess what?
We’re about to escort them through the forest.”

I turned that around in my head, wondering how we’d get them to the next
shelter safely and realizing I didn’t even know where the next one was.
As I began to think about good tactics for walking through the forest
with civilians, Cassie said, “Do you see something over there?”

We all looked. I took a quick mental inventory of my options for a
fight, not liking them much. It wasn’t as if I was out of everything,
but if it was Neves and Kamia leading the Ascendancy’s main force to us,
I’d have to activate the disc and call in my one and only favor from the
Waroo.

Scanning around us though, I didn’t see any sign of the Ascendancy and
after the last fight, I knew what to look for. Adjusting the suit’s
options—sonic, radar, and infrared—I didn’t see anything at first. A few
adjustments in, I caught images in the trees. Even though a combination
of my options plus computer generated speculation gave me transparent
shapes, I recognized them. Shorter than human, but with larger heads and
skinnier arms and legs, they walked between the trees in groups of six.

As they came closer to us, their forms became clearer. They were
Xiniti—which didn’t surprise me. I’d known that when I saw the shape of
their bodies.

One group walked up to us and stopped. One
of the Xiniti stepped up to us, his body hidden inside his sleek, silver
armor. “Congratulations, young soldiers. You’ve successfully completed
your mission and more. You escorted the ship back and have successfully
protected the colony’s leadership even in the face of an Ascendancy
invasion. Consider this mission a success and yourselves full members of
the Xiniti nation. We suggest you take your starship and remove
yourselves from the planet. We are anticipating a larger battle for
control of this system than you’re currently seeing and don’t wish to
lose promising young soldiers.”

Another of the Xiniti asked, “Where is Katuk?”

I answered, “We escorted different groups away from their last hideout.
He went with a different one. We can’t leave without letting him know.”

“Appropriate,” the two Xiniti said in unison. “Find him. Notify him, but
then leave him at our K’Tepolu embassy. Given the current situation, we
can’t tell you to leave him with our battleships here.”

“I have an idea of where he might be,” said a voice from behind us. I
checked my helmet’s peripheral vision to find that Jadzen Akri, Kals,
and much of the surviving council.

Jadzen stepped up to the group. “After you asked me if I’d seen him, I
told you I didn’t know where he was, but later, one of our people told
me that she had seen him as well as the plant and that dog. They were
with a group that was supposed to go to a shelter ten miles north of
here.”

Jaclyn looked over at the rest of us. “I’d like to go. Things got busy
and I left Tiger with him.”

I turned to the Xiniti. “We’ll go get Katuk. And thanks for letting us
do it.”

Looking at me with his wide, unblinking eyes, the Xiniti said,
“Requesting to collect a member of your unit rather than leaving him is
an appropriate attitude.”

Then the Xiniti stepped up to Jadzen Akri and started talking to her. I
caught a few words, but not enough. Kals stepped up to me as they
talked. “So, you’re going to leave?”

I struggled to find words for my reply. I didn’t want to say so in front
of the Xiniti, but I didn’t want to leave before this was over.

“I think we will leave,” I said, “but our obligation to Katuk,
Crawls-Through-Desert, and uh… Jaclyn’s dog might mean it’s not
instantaneous.”

Looking out of the corner of my eye at the Xiniti, I added, “Of course,
we’ll go, but as I said, we can’t just leave people hanging.”

Kals smirked. “Got it.”

I pulled out the disc Four Hands had given me. “Give this to your mom
when you have the chance. Even the Xiniti can be outnumbered. This will
call mercenaries who owe me a favor to come and help her. Just have her
explain that I’ll consider their debt to me canceled if they help
her. I’m going to guess she’ll know how to
use it.”

Kals looked down at the disc. “That? Everybody knows how to use one. You
can give it to her yourself, though, because I’m going with you?”

“Home?” I must have sounded as confused as I felt about that.

She shook her head. “No. To find Katuk and the others.”

We’d all let our suits absorb our helmets by then. So, I didn’t miss
Cassie’s snort and found myself wondering what amused her. I hoped Kals
wasn’t attracted to me. It didn’t seem likely. In terms of looks, she
was out of my league. Besides, she knew about Haley.

“Okay. I’ll give this to your mom then.” I walked over to where Jadzen,
Iolan, and other council members talked with the Xiniti who’d been
talking with us—the unit leader.

Holding the disc in my hand, I stood next to Jadzen who stopped talking.
“I’ve got one more thing to pass on. We won’t be here to help you, but
if you find yourselves in a desperate situation, you can use this. Waroo
mercenaries feel that they owe me a favor. I won’t need it. You can
collect on that debt on my behalf. With everything going on here, you
and the rest of the council will need all the help you can get.”

She took the disc and looked at me. “I don’t think that you understand
the worth of what you’re giving away, but thank you. From what I’m
learning about the current battle, we will need it.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, stepping backward and out of the conversation.
“I’ve learned a lot from serving you.” To the Xiniti, I added, “By the
way, if you didn’t know already, Kamia is here, so you can expect direct
attacks on your mind and any AI in reach.”

The Xiniti nodded at me. “We are aware, but thank you for the warning.”

I murmured a few more words and got away from the group, rejoining
Jaclyn, Kals, Cassie, Tikki, and Marcus. “I guess we should go get
Katuk.”

Kals nodded. “I know where the nearest shelters are. I’ll show you the
way there.”

“Is your mom going to be okay with that?” I asked.

Kals shrugged. “She won’t need me with this many Xiniti and Waroo
mercenaries for backup.” Then she smiled. “Trying to get rid of me?”

“No. I’m still surprised you’d go with us instead of staying with your
own people.”

Kals looked us over and then glanced over to where the Council and the
Xiniti talked. “We should start going if we’re going to get there soon.”

Following her into the forest, we stepped over or around the bodies of
Ascendancy troops. I hadn’t been aware of how many we’d killed. Passing
one after another made me understand why Kamia and Neves chose to run
instead of organizing a final charge. Noting how many lay near the
shelter and Marcus and Tikki’s position, I also realized that I’d missed
most of their part of the fight.

On one level, I felt like we’d done the right thing in defending them,
but when I saw all the bodies, I couldn’t help but think that they’d
mattered to somebody, whoever they were. If what Kals had told us about
was the norm, they’d been bred from unpowered humans of a particular
type and then taken away to be raised as soldiers. It didn’t sound like
a great life and we’d provided them an end for it—whether they’d been
looking for one or not.

I couldn’t say I was proud of it, but it was closer to the right thing
to do than let the colonists get killed.

When we were out of sight of the shelter and couldn’t hear people
anymore, Kals slowed, walking next to me. “You’re not going to leave
even after you find Katuk, are you?”

I shook my head, “No. I was assuming everyone would want to stay until
it’s all over somehow. Plus, if we’re not trying to be the Council’s
bodyguards, we might even be able to do something that matters in the
big picture.”

Kals nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Because you think we’re going to fix this?”

She shrugged. “Maybe? The Xiniti and the Alliance have been fighting the
Ascendancy for ages. You may not be able to fight them alone, but at
least you’ll be trying something different. I’m sure none of them tried
making a deal with Four Hands and I’m not sure he’d have tried with
anyone but you.”

“That’s a weird thought. I think you’re right because he kind of said
that, but we aren’t exactly best buddies. I
feel like he’s loyal to his people and no one else—maybe even to the
point that he trusted me because I might be distantly descended from his
people.”

Kals shook her head. “I told you that we don’t feel like we know the
four-handed or we’d have brought them into the resistance.”

We kept on walking, not saying anything as we walked through the dark,
stepping around trees as Kals pointed us in the right direction even
though we couldn’t see a trail.

“You want to know one more reason I’m here?” She turned to me as we
rounded an almost hill size stand of trees, all of them growing so close
together that we’d never have gotten through without destroying them.

“What?” I pushed a branch away from my face.

“We’ve only got one option left. If Mom gives the signal, every half-way
decent fighter pulls out whatever weapons that still work and joins up
to attack whatever she points them at.”

She frowned and continued to walk.

“Voluntarily?” I asked. “It’s not a command?”

“We’re not the Ascendancy. Of course it’s voluntary. It’s a waste of
life—suicide with a small chance that we’ll
win. We can’t match the Ascendancy’s
troops. It’s a last chance to feel like we’re doing something, but even
if it succeeds, we’ve lost the people most likely to keep us alive here.

“If we run across a new animal, a hard winter, or we can’t fix the force
fields, we’ll die.”

I followed her between two smaller stands of trees, squeezing between
the branches and listening as Jaclyn, Cassie, Marcus, and Tikki did the
same.

“What is it? Some kind of symbolic last charge?”

Kals looked back at me. “Oh no. They’re trying to be smart. I’ve asked
Council members about it and they told me it was our last defense, but
it can’t work. Even if you win, you still lose afterward.”

I thought about it. “It doesn’t sound like a good idea, but it could be
worse. For a second as you were talking about it, I thought you might
have some kind of final weapon—like, I don’t know, a bomb that blows up
the planet and makes it unlivable or something.”

She stared at me. “What would be the sense
of that? That’s worse. The only good thing about it is that it would at
least be cleaner than what we’ve got—a last stand followed by
starvation.”

From behind me, Jaclyn said, “Your last stand might not be a bad idea
now. You’ve got a few thousand people. If half of them showed up with
weapons, it might be enough to kill the Ascendancy troops.”

“Right,” Kals said, her voice getting louder, “but only if the
Ascendancy fleet leaves and never comes back. What are the chances of
that?”

Keeping her voice even, Jaclyn said, “Good—at least if the Xiniti win.
If the Alliance shows up and the Cosmic Ghosts appear, the Ascendancy
won’t have much choice but to retreat.”

From behind her, Cassie laughed. “She’s got you. Now you have to get
everyone together to get shot.”

Further back, Marcus groaned. “This is a lousy time to get into an
argument. Seriously, it’s the worst time.”

Kals sighed. “Tell me about it. The Ascendancy might be out here. Xiniti
who don’t know who we are might be out here. But those are the good
possibilities. They might talk to us. There are things in the woods at
night that won’t talk to us. They’ll try to eat us.”

Not sounding scared, Jaclyn said, “I think we’ll be okay, but I do think
that we should think about doing a last stand. We don’t have to charge.
We could set a trap.”

Kals glared at her. “We could set a trap. Let’s leave everyone else
out of it. They’ve done enough.”

Not liking where this was going, I tried to interject an argument that
would shut all of this down until we found Katuk. Unfortunately, I
didn’t have the argument worked out before I opened my mouth.

“Um…” I began and stopped because I felt something weird. It wasn’t
mental. If it had been a telepathic attack or even a contact, I would
have known it. No this was different, but familiar.

A voice I knew almost as well as my own spoke, “She’s right, Jaclyn. You
wouldn’t believe everything in this forest.”

With that, my sister Rachel materialized in front of us. All white in
her Ghost uniform, she floated above the ground, trees visible through
her. I’d have suspected that she was an illusion except that she’d
appeared in my comm contact list as “active” when she materialized.

That made a fake unlikely even if it didn’t explain how she got here.

Kals stared at her and then at me. I said, “Kals, meet my sister Rachel.
Rachel, this is Kals.”

Kals looked Rachel up and down. “Your sister?” Then she said, “It’s not
that I’m not pleased to meet you, but how did you get here? Have you
been staying on the ship?”

Rachel glanced to the right and left, barely moving her head. I couldn’t
give her a full costume like I had everyone else, but I had been able to
improve hers. That glance had been enough to use her HUD to check around
nearby.

“This isn’t the sort of thing you should tell people about, but I have
to tell you and this is as good as anywhere. You called for help from
the Cosmic Ghosts and it turns out that Nick and I are indirectly
descended from the Ghosts through Grandma Vander Sloot.”

“Indirectly?” I thought I knew the answer, but hoped she’d confirm it.

Rachel shrugged. “The Abominators used some Cosmic Ghost genes from when
they took human form. Even weirder, we’ve got genes from Lee’s people in
our family and they mixed with the Ghost genes. In fact, they filled in
some of the gaps. So I’m almost a Ghost—not quite, but closer than I
ought to be.”

“It’s weird that Lee’s people’s genes mix with the Ghosts at all,” I
offered.

Rachel met my eyes. “I know. I asked them about it and they told me that
the Ghosts are related to Lee’s people somehow. It’s kind of like us and
Neanderthals—if the Neanderthals survived somewhere else. And it’s not
like it’s the first time either. The way I understand it they were uh…
cross-fertile.”

I thought about the implications of that for a second. There were far
too many and they led in too many sometimes contradictory directions.

I didn’t even get very far in when Marcus stepped up next to me and
said, “What are the Cosmic Ghosts all about and how did you get here?
I’m glad to see you but it’s pretty weird to have you show up.”

“Tell me about it,” Rachel said. “I was in bed sleeping when
they told me you all needed help. When I
agreed to help them, they showed me how to use my ability to turn
intangible to fly faster than light. You know how I can slip into
alternate realities? It’s like that.

“So I flew with one of their fast response teams. They’re scouts. The
main force is behind us. We just have to be ready to tell them what’s
going on when they arrive. They’re not always an army, but they are when
they have to be. The Ghosts think of
themselves as a police force that defends against Lee’s people and
whatever else shows up. I don’t think they’re as powerful as any one of
Lee’s people, but they are more of them.

“I’m here because they think I’ll do a better job of communicating with
you than some random Ghost.”

“Sure,” I said. “We’re more likely to listen to you than someone we
don’t know.”

Marcus laughed. “You know what you are? You’re a Green Lantern. You’re
part of a big police force that’s also an army. You can fly through
space. Basically, you’re a Green Lantern. Do you have members from all
kinds of different planets?”

Rachel shook her head. “Not really. There are a lot of us, but it’s not
like everyone’s from a different planet. I think more of them are fully
Ghost, but I’m not the only one from a more recent race.”

“That’s all pretty strange, but, I’m glad you’re here. We need one more
voice of reason in this crowd,” Jaclyn stepped up and gave her a hug.
Rachel let her, growing fully solid for the first time since we’d seen
her.

Kals turned to me. “Your sister is a Cosmic Ghost and you didn’t know?”

I shrugged. “Our world has a lot of people with unpredictable genes from
just about anywhere. I feel like the Abominators were using our planet
as some kind of big experiment where they threw in everything they knew
how to do and waited to see what would come out on top.”

She laughed. “I wouldn’t put it past them to do that for real.”

Marcus, meanwhile had stepped in to talk with Rachel and Jaclyn. Tikki
had stepped up and stood next to me. She watched Rachel with undisguised
interest. Noticing that I’d seen her, she said, “She is quite close to a
young Ghost. She reminds me of many that I knew before our peoples fully
diverged.”

Kals frowned. “What did she say? I missed it.”

Tikki grinned and stepped forward to put her hand on Marcus’ shoulder.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I missed it too.”

Meanwhile, from the other side of Kals, Cassie said, “Hey Rach, I’m glad
to see you too, but we ought to get moving. We were going to go find a
couple of people and go try a plan that we’ll probably regret
immediately.”

Rachel looked toward Cassie. “You’ve got a plan? What is it?”

“No,” Cassie shook her head. “We don’t have a plan, but I’m assuming
that whatever plan we have will turn out to be more complicated than we
expect.”

Shrugging, Rachel said, “That’s how plans go. I don’t want to slow you
down. Let’s go find whoever it is you’re going to find. And while we’re
at it, I should meet the new people.

Marcus reached back to put his hand around Tikki’s waist. “This is
Tikki. She just joined the colony. She’s trained as a life support
engineer and she can control time, but not all time—the time in a bubble
around her. She’s more powerful than you’d think with that.”

Tikki smiled. “I’m not that powerful, but you must be. I didn’t know the
Cosmic Ghosts took new members from the outside.”

Rachel smiled. “I didn’t know they existed until they showed up in my
dorm room and told me they needed my help to save my brother. They
didn’t explain anything until we got into space. After that, they told
me a lot more—including how to speak this language and a lot of things I
can’t talk about at all.”

Glancing over at me and then Rachel, Kals said, “I’m Kals. My mom is one
of the colony’s leaders. I’m glad you’re here. I don’t know what the
Ascendancy is doing now, but they’re probably planning the best way to
kill us all. You said you flew in with the fast response team, what are
they doing and when are the rest of the Ghosts arriving?”

Turning to meet Kals’ look, Rachel shook her head. “I have no idea. I’ll
sense it when the main force comes through and I’ll tell you, but I’m
not in on everything. I know they’ve got a plan, but it’s not my plan,
so I’ll be waiting along with you.”

“Oh,” Kals looked at her the way the might if she’d been a small child
and Rachel had told her that Christmas had been rescheduled.

Nodding, Rachel said, “I know it’s a disappointment, but it’s the best I
can do. That’s just the way it works.”

Ten minutes later found the group walking through the woods. Rachel
floated next to me as I walked. I did my best to describe what we’d been
doing since we left Earth. It wasn’t exactly a short story, and I could
only guess what Lee had been doing since he’d left us—though Rachel
filled me in on how he’d been fighting some species called the Issakass
as well as members of his own kind, destroying some planet’s moon in the
process.

“The Ghosts have observers all over and almost no one knows it.” Rachel
floated alongside me as the group followed Kals toward the shelter where
Katuk had ended up.

She frowned. “I’m a little surprised they didn’t have anyone here.
Jadzen Akri and the resistance against the Human Ascendancy are
important enough that someone should be here, but maybe they went
beneath the Ghosts’ radar too. The Ghosts told me that Akri’s people
were good at working around powers.”

Kals turned back to look at her. “We are, but it’s because we use our
motivators to keep them underestimating us and never quite sending
enough people to the right places. If you get the right motivator into
the right place, they’ll never know how badly wrong they are about you.
We probably have people on the ships up there, but between Kamia and
losing control of the ansible, communicating with them hasn’t been
possible.”

The trees thinned and we ran through the woods, using our suits’ sensors
to watch for Ascendancy soldiers, animals, and tripping hazards in the
dark.

Kals, Cassie, Jaclyn and I ran, easily making twenty miles per hour most
of the time. Marcus shapeshifted into a long legged catlike form. Tikki
activated a shimmering bubble of time manipulation around herself,
accelerating the time flow until she could keep up.

If I didn’t know what she was, I’d have been worried that she might age
herself to death, but I knew that wouldn’t happen.

“We’re getting close,” Kals said. “It’s over there.”

She pointed at a small hill. My HUD showed that the hill was a few
degrees warmer than the land around it—with a door-sized spot glowing a
little warmer than that.

That wasn’t all. A growl from a nearby clump of trees made me notice the
shape of Tiger, Jaclyn’s dog, which darted from behind the trees to run
toward Jaclyn, barking, jumping and randomly licking her and anyone in
reach.

Rachel, still floating, said, “That’s a dog?” as Katuk stepped out from
behind the trees as well.

He didn’t try to hug any of us, but my implant helped me interpret the
looser, less precise movement as relief.

“I’ve continued to keep my implant’s connection off because of Kamia.
What is the news?”

“Mostly good,” I said. “The Xiniti are here and the first of the Cosmic
Ghosts are here. In fact, technically we’re done. The leader of the unit
that came to Jadzen Akri’s shelter told me that we’d done what we were
supposed to and that we could go. He didn’t want to risk us in this
fight—the Ascendancy has fresh troops and ships.”

Katuk froze. “I’ve missed a great deal. The unit leader said we should
withdraw? It makes sense. The Xiniti nation prefers not to waste lives.
As inexperienced as we currently are, we might prove to be a drag on
resources due to our lack of experience in war.”

He stopped talking and his suit absorbed his helmet. Then he looked at
me. I’d reformed my own helmet before the run. I had my suit absorb it
again once his came down.

“They told us to drop you off in K’Tepolu.”

He blinked. “That… seems unsatisfying.”

“I know. I told him that we had to go find you and Jaclyn’s dog and
Crawls-Through-Desert before we could consider leaving. He seemed okay
with that, but I don’t know if he thought through how long that could
take. I didn’t say it might take hours before we find everyone, but it
might.”

I watched Katuk for his reaction.

He watched me with his wider than human eyes. Then he nodded. “It’s a
difficult task in this situation. Crawls-Through-Desert isn’t here. He’s
at another shelter. We separated when our groups went to their
respective spots.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“Yes. He’ll want to know about the new arrivals. I saw some of the ships
earlier when they fought, but I hadn’t known about the Ghosts’ arrival.”

He looked at Rachel who was still floating. “Are you one of them?”

She said, “Kinda? Think of me as an intern. I can do a lot of what they
can do, but I’m not trained on most of it and their powers are subtle.
So, training matters a lot.”

I broke in. “This is my sister, Rachel. Rachel, this is Katuk.”

He turned to examine me. “Your sister. You must both have Ghost DNA.”

I shrugged. “I suppose. It doesn’t help me in any way I’m aware of.”

Jaclyn’s dog broke away from her to stand up on its hind legs, put its
paws on my chest, and give me a series of licks that dripped with dog
spit.

That’s the kind of thing that made me wish I’d kept my helmet up—that
and avoiding being shot in the head, but dog spit was the current risk.

As it dropped down to all fours and ran back to Jaclyn, Katuk said, “If
you want to find Crawls-Through-Desert, we should go soon. Do you know
what the Ascendancy’s current plans are?”

I thought about it. “I don’t, but I’ve been thinking about it. The
battle left this part of the system, but they left soldiers. If they
wanted the colonists dead, they’d have dropped a nuke or something like
it on them. So the question is, ‘What do soldiers do better than bombs?’
I’m guessing that they’re here to capture anyone they can—the higher up
in the resistance the better. Then they’ll brainwash them.”

Jaclyn looked up from petting the dog. “That’s what I was thinking.
They’d have some people who know how to get around protections against
motivators like Kals did against you that time. Or you know, they might
have put as many motivators in as they could find and hope that numbers
alone will get them what they want.”

Kals took in a long breath. “I think I may have told Nick this before,
but that’s what we’re all afraid of. It’s one of the reasons that a
resistance exists. We don’t want our heads remade to serve the
Ascendancy and catch and betray other resistance members. That’s why
some of the older people carry poison pills for themselves and their
families.”

“Are you saying they’d give them to kids?” Cassie stared at her. “That’s
so messed up. I’m not saying I don’t get it, but that shouldn’t be
necessary.”

Katuk looked into the darkness. “If we want to find the plant, we should
go.”

We agreed and followed him into the night, running through the forest
and wondering how long that would last.

It didn’t. About ten minutes into it, blasts of light turned into
explosions and burning trees. Shouting Ascendancy soldiers fought an
enemy that was silent except for the sizzle as their beams found
targets.

I never saw them, but I felt sure that they were Xiniti.

“We should go around this,” Katuk led us to the right of the firefight.
In the distance, tree branches cracked and fell, many of them burning.
Soldiers screamed in pain and I smelled burning flesh.

I wondered if we were going closer to or further away from the main
battle.

In the big picture, it didn’t matter if we were going to closer to the
main action. The important thing was that we met up with
Crawls-Through-Desert to find out what he wanted to do—stay or leave?

So we followed Katuk through the forest, all of us running quickly and
as silently as we could.

Before we left the scene of the battle, a white beam speared two
Ascendancy soldiers that emerged from a group of trees. I’d been about
to turn toward them myself, but then the
beam hit and a Xiniti appeared to fire a second shot at the two soldiers
as they lay on the ground.

Then, sure that they were dead, he disappeared into the
trees.

If Katuk was happy to see another Xiniti for the first time since
leaving K’Tepolu, he didn’t show it. He glanced in that direction, said
nothing and continued to run. I hoped he wouldn’t get in trouble for
coming with us instead of leaving like we were ordered to.

I had gotten permission after a fashion, but all that I’d heard about
our own military back home indicated that no branch had a sense of humor
about completely ignoring orders.

We made it to the next shelter ten minutes later. It wasn’t a good
scene. The first hint of that came as Katuk said, “It’s over this hill.”

We crested the hill, slowing to make it easier for them to recognize
thet we weren’t Ascendancy soldiers, but the first glimpse of the
shelter gave us a glimpse of a smoldering fire in the woods.

The shelter had been hit many times by energy beams, burning holes in
the walls and the bodies of the people in
front of the building. None of them were alive.

As we got closer, I failed to recognize any of them, but noticed that
they were all adults, male and female. They all held guns in their hands
and there were only ten of them.

I couldn’t know for sure, but it felt like they’d known the Ascendancy
would be coming, and sent out people to distract them from capturing
anyone. They’d died, but wherever the survivors had gone was Ascendancy
free.

Alternately, they might have died further away from the shelter, killed
as they retreated to a safer place.

As we came to a stop near the shelter, Cassie pulled out her gun, using
its senses to scan the area. I did the same with the Rocket suit’s HUD.

Hints of footprints let away from the shelter, disappearing into the
forest. I knew I couldn’t follow the little that the HUD reconstructed
and I would have left that to anyone with skill in tracking except that
I didn’t think that we had anyone.

Walking toward the footprints, I decided to take a shot at it anyway.
The obvious footprints led out from the shelter and into the forest,
disappearing some fifty feet away from the shelter where the ground
turned hard.

Well, I hadn’t thought I’d be able to follow the footprints.

As I stared out into the darkness, wondering where they’d gone and
hoping that the plant was with them, Rachel appeared next to me.

“I hope you don’t walk away from the group in situations like this
often.”

I probably should have jumped, but more than two years into knowing that
Rachel might do that at any moment, I checked behind myself toward the
shelter. Everyone else was still there, checking inside or around it.

“You know I don’t. Besides, you’re the one who was taking chances back
home.”

Rachel crossed her arms. “My ‘taking chances’ was sneaking out the
window to go drinking after Mom and Dad went to bed. It wasn’t walking
away from your group at the site of an ambush in the middle of a war.”

I thought about that. It wasn’t likely that someone was laying in wait
out here, but it wasn’t impossible.

“I’ll walk back, but you know there’s no one out here. Besides, it’s not
like I can tell where they went anyway.”

“No one that you can see, and lately I’ve become more aware of how much
I can’t see and haven’t seen.” Rachel pursed her lips. “I’m sorry if I’m
being a pest, but the Ghosts dragged me across hundreds of light years
because you were in danger.”

“The Cosmic Ghosts,” I said. “So, what’s that like?”

“Weird. They’re not human. They don’t explain anything directly, but at
the same time there are moments where they remind me of Grandma Vander
Sloot. I don’t know why, but it’s more than powers.”

We reached the damaged shelter as Kals stepped out. “No one’s inside.
They got away.”

I said, “That’s what it looks like. I followed tracks that way and
didn’t see any signs of fighting. I also didn’t see any signs of them. I
couldn’t follow the tracks any further.”

Everyone else gathered around. Jaclyn looked over the group. “It looks
like we’ve got a decision to make. Do we keep on trying to find the
plant or do something else?”

Marcus cocked his head. “You know, I don’t think there is much of a
choice here. I’m not sure we have much of a chance to find the plant. I
mean, how would we do it? Jaclyn could run around the area looking for
it, but she’s not at her best, so they might take her out. The rest of
us aren’t really big information gatherers. I mean, Nick can do some of
that, but his bots are short range, right?”

“Not exactly. The observation bots and the spybots are longer range, but
they’re only useful if I either know where to place them or if I have so
many that and I can put them everywhere. Right now, neither of those is
true. So, you’re right that I need more time or more bots to be
useful.”

Giving a quick nod, Marcus said, “Alright, but I’m at least right that
we don’t have much of any way to find the plant, right? Because I can’t
see one.”

Jaclyn sighed. “That’s what I was thinking, but I’d hoped that I’d
missed something. If Marcus is right, we need to figure out what else
we’re going to do. The best idea I’ve had is to go back to Jadzen. That,
or leave because if we’re going to stick around, I want to be useful, I
don’t want to get drawn into a fight that doesn’t help anybody.”

Cassie spoke before anyone else. “My gun would take any fight over no
fight, but it doesn’t worry about the future. If we go into a fight, we
could end up like Maru or any of those guys—”

She pointed to the dead people on the ground. “So yeah, let’s make it
worth it.”

Kals looked over at Cassie. “Don’t get the idea that I think you’re
wrong. I want you to make a difference, but don’t be too choosy. The
colony and everyone in it could die—or worse—tonight. You’ll find a
fight that’s worth fighting for everywhere.”

Cassie folded her arms over her chest. “I want the fight where we fix
the problem and not the one where we win a fight with the Ascendancy,
but everyone dies a few hours later when they get reinforcements. I’d
rather leave than that.”

Kals’ mouth tightened as if she might want to argue, but she said, “I
want to fix the problem too, but I can’t let my people die if I can do
something about it. I’m with you because I thought you’d have a better
chance of getting into the middle of it. If you’re not going to try,
then I should go back to my mom.”

Cassie’s jaw muscle had twitched as Kals spoke. “I’m not saying we
shouldn’t try. I just don’t know what we should try yet.”

Before she could continue—she looked like she would—I cut in. “I’ve got
an idea. It’s not foolproof, but I think we could get some direction.
I’m going to ask the ship what it’s been seeing. With all the violence,
it’s got to be seeing a pattern, and if it’s seeing a pattern, then it
might have some suggestions.”

“Tell you what,” Cassie said, “loop us all in. We’ll leave our helmets
open and Tikki, Kals, and Katuk can listen too.”

Rachel smiled at Cassie and Kals. “That sounds better than arguing.”

I wondered if they’d be able to understand anything. Our implants
translated anything that we heard, or anything we were about to say,
before it came out. With the possible exception of Katuk, I doubted that
their implants could translate into English, but I decided not to argue.

I waited until everyone was ready and called Hal. The connection
registered and I said, “Hal, what’s your analysis of the situation on
the ground?”

Hal’s calm, tenor voice came over the connection, “At present, there are
three forces on the ground. The Xiniti force is smallest and is
advancing generally in the direction of your position. They appear to be
the best armed. The Human Ascendancy’s forces arrived in the forest and
the area around it before the Xiniti. They appear to be losing wherever
they face the Xiniti directly, but they are only facing the Xiniti in a
small number of places. The third force appears to be the largest, but
the least well armed and organized. The colonists appears to be
gathering into units based on direct word of mouth. They are not
presently engaging with any force.”

“I’m not understanding any of this,” Kals told me. She stood next to me,
listening. I’d sent the entire conversation to my helmet’s external
speakers.

Before I could reply, Hal said, “I’ll repeat and continue the
conversation in the Human Quarantine’s common language.”

When he did, Kals said, “Crap, someone’s decided that fighting’s our
only chance.”

“So in your opinion,” I asked Hal, “where would the best place for us to
go?”

Hal responded without any hesitation. “That depends on your purpose.
I’ve simulated multiple versions of the upcoming battle. Judging from
the Ascendancy’s soldiers movements, their goal appears to be first of
all to capture or kill the leadership and then to move on to destroying
the rest of the colonists.

“I don’t know where Jadzen Akri and the Council will be with certainty,
but I know where the battle between the Xiniti and Ascendancy forces
will be. The probability is that the battle will be fought at a clearing
roughly one mile west of here. I believe there to be a shelter there,
but since their shelter are designed to be hard to detect by Alliance
and Ascendancy technology, I can’t be sure. Were you to go there, you’d
be in an excellent position to defend the colony’s
leadership.

“In many of my simulations, the colony’s leadership is destroyed or
captured because Kamia is singularly effective against them. Your group
is effective against her as well as her compatriots. However, that will
not help very much in protecting the rest of the colony. The Ascendancy
forces are searching for the colony’s shelters and destroying them as
they find them. Should it be impossible to capture the leadership and
the spaceship battle returns to the area of space around the planet,
they will simply bombard anywhere they suspect colonists might be
hiding.”

Kals made a small noise somewhere between a grunt and a moan and looked
me in the eye, talking into my helmet. “You’re saying that even if we
save my mom, they still might destroy the colony? Is there any way we
can prevent that?”

Hal responded in the same calm voice he’d been using. “There is a small
chance that by sending a small number of people into space with me, I
could direct the Xiniti into a more efficient way of destroying the
fleet. Alternately, the capabilities of this ship in combat might swing
the battle towards the Ascendancy’s defeat or distract them from
attacking this planet.”

“What kind of chance?” I asked. “When you say a small chance, is it
small, but worth pursuing or small in the sense of don’t waste your
time?”

“The probable futures do not include decision points that lead to this
ship becoming essential to the survival of the colony. Intervention by
the Cosmic Ghosts or additional Xiniti or Alliance ships is the most
probable salvation for the colony.”

“Okay,” Jaclyn said. “We don’t go up in the ship then.”

Keeping her voice low, Rachel asked, “What are the chances the Ghosts
arrive soon?”

“I don’t have enough data on the Ghosts to predict their actions. The
Ghosts act without being observed. In many cases, it’s not even clear
that they’ve been in a place except that some action has been stopped.”

A thought struck me. “Would it help if you regarded Rachel’s abilities
as examples of a young Ghost?”

“Nick,” Rachel met my eyes, frowning. “I’m pretty sure they like being
a mystery.”

Hal said, “It would give me more data, but not the kind that I need to
predict where they will or won’t appear. It is useful information.”

Jaclyn looked around and the group of us and then said, “Alright Hal,
how long do we have until we lose our chance to protect the leadership?”

“It varies, but the sooner you arrive, the better your chances of
success.”

Jaclyn nodded. “That’s the way it always works. We’ll need directions.
Can you send us a map?”

“I can direct you with the GPS.”

Jaclyn looked over at me. “We didn’t put any satellites in orbit, did
we?”

I shook my head. “No.”

Hal said, “The planet has the standard Alliance system set up. I can
translate between it and your systems.”

Thinking about that, I said, “I wish I’d known that earlier. I was
pretty sure we didn’t have access to GPS at all… That said, we probably
ought to go.”

The map appeared in everyone’s HUD. It wasn’t far away—which was good
because Tiger wasn’t as fast as the rest of us. Going slow enough that
he could keep up wasn’t a problem, but it did make me feel a little
weird about bringing a puppy into a big fight.

I hadn’t come up with a better alternative by the time we reached the
clearing. As we reached it, it wasn’t much.
On the one side of the open, grassy area, there were trees. On the other
side, there were more trees. Even I could tell they were a different
type.

A shelter stood on the far side, but this was different from any other
I’d seen in that there were more than one hundred colonists around it,
all of them armed with guns and wearing armor that adjusted to match the
scenery around to the point that they were almost invisible.

I’d be lying if I didn’t say that seeing people there ready to fight
gave me some hope. My mind noted that hope or not, the Ascendancy troops
almost had to outnumber them.

We crossed the clearing, walking instead of running, giving them time to
recognize us even though it was still dark. A few of them pointed at the
dog, but no one shot at us.

Outside along with them stood Jadzen Akri, some members of the Council
and more colonists I didn’t recognize, all
of them watching us as we came closer.

As we came near, Kals said, “Mom, I didn’t know you were coming
here.”

Jadzen nodded. “We weren’t, but then we met a runner from
Crawls-Through-Desert. The runner said that he’d been told to get people
to gather there. The plant wanted to set up a big target, one that would
draw the Ascendancy in because it was too big to pass up.”

Kals frowned. “Mom, you don’t have to be here.”

Unblinking, Jadzen said, “I do. That’s the one thing I have to do. I’m
good at inspiring people and encouraging them to come up with their own
ideas about how to resist the Ascendancy. I’m not good at running a war.
But I know that the plant’s better at it. Somehow, he found out about
our last contingency plan, the one where the best fighters take their
chance, and he decided to use it early—when there’s still a chance to
save something. Those who can’t fight are hidden and most of the Council
with them.

“I’m here because if I’m here, they’ll come for me. We have many more
people coming, I hope, but if it turns out not to be enough, I have my
backup plan.”

Kals expression flattened. At that Jadzen held her hand to Kals’ cheek.

“I’d like you to go with the Council if you can find it in yourself that
you can. They’ll need a replacement for me. You won’t have to lead—just
be there, remind them of me, and give them hope. The Council will do the
work.”

Kals shook her head. “I’m staying.”

Nodding, Jadzen said, “I wish you weren’t, but I’m glad you’re here.”

Then she pulled Kals in and hugged her. They held each other for a
moment. As they pulled away, I noticed a
glistening under their eyes.

I couldn’t blame them. They were facing death or being re-educated into
a puppet. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t feel the same, but I supposed I
might feel differently if I were staring my mom in the eye right now.

I glanced over at Rachel. She had a good chance to live even if I
didn’t.

Catching my look, Rachel said, “Don’t worry. We’ll survive.”

“I know,” I said. “We’ll do our best.”

Behind me, Marcus grinned. “Exactly. Remember the team motto, ‘Try not
to die’.”

Kals whipped around to stare at him, “Is that really your team motto?”

Glaring at Marcus, Jaclyn said, “It’s not.”

Tikki bit her lip as Katuk turned his head toward Marcus. “While a
sensible sentiment, it sounds defeatist.”

Cassie folded her arms across her chest. “He ripped it off from a comic
book team.”

Marcus sighed. “It was a joke.”

Shrugging, Cassie said, “Yeah, well, use it back home and Marvel’s going
to sue.”

With a hint of a smile, Jadzen gestured toward the soldiers and a few
council members. “Come and join us as we plan our defense.”

A big, scarred man in form-fitting armor explained their plans. “We know
they’re coming from the other side of the clearing, but it’s not
impossible they’ll come around behind us. It’s the smart choice. We’re
going to watch from all directions, and station people with guns behind
trees. Those of you who can beat Ascendancy soldiers hand to hand should
initially stay behind the people with guns until there’s a hole in the
line. When they try to break through, fill the hole, but don’t get too
far out. You don’t want to be surrounded on their side of the line.

“Be aware, everyone, that their motivators will likely try to overwhelm
our voice countermeasures. We’ve done what we can to amplify your
defenses and our own motivators will be doing what they can to keep you
safe. In the end, some may get through anyway. Remember your training
and you should be able to resist.”

That was training we didn’t have. I hoped that our suits’ defenses
worked. While I thought about that, the man continued.

“The Xiniti that escorted Jadzen here are hiding in the forest, waiting
for the right moment to attack as will more of our troops and the Xiniti
main force. So all we have to do is survive until they arrive and we’ll
have help and a real chance to live. Watch for them and try not to shoot
them. Remember, we’re not here to be heroes. We’re here to last. We’ll
have force fields too. Our people are setting them up now.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw them put up the poles, followed by
the creation of a blue shimmer than spanned the distance between them.
They had holes for guns. Also, they didn’t go all the way around. There
were gaps, but there were trees in the gaps and soldiers standing behind
them.

It made me feel a little better. The meeting went on longer than that,
but that was the gist of it. When it was over, we got into position and
waited.

I hoped the shields lasted. Without them, it would be harder.





Trees & Shields


        Four Hands, Bridge of the Human Ascendancy Flagship: Glorious Victory

Four Hands could have followed the progress of the battle in full
immersion through his implant, but didn’t need the distraction. The
flaghip’s admiral had summoned him to the bridge even though full
immersion could have handled that as well.

Knowing the Human Ascendancy, Four Hands knew that this could be because
the admiral wanted to see him killed in person. They knew he’d met with
the human Xiniti recruit. He’d included it in his report, if only
because he knew the soldiers would.

On the other hand, the admiral might want to congratulate him
personally. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d turned treason into a
commendation.

He walked across the bridge, ignoring the crewmen, many of whom appeared
to be sleeping at their consoles, but instead were managing the ship,
remote drones, or parts of the fleet through their implants.

That was the long outer circle. The bridge’s inner circle held six, two
person console rigs, all of them filled with staff, awake, and staring
at holographic representations. There to communicate to the fleet as
well as personally protect the admiral, the inner circle needed an
awareness of the real world and the bridge at the same time.

As much the admiral’s bodyguards as bridge crew, they watched Four Hands
walk in as one of their screens showed Xiniti ships dealing the final
blow to a damaged battleship.

Admiral Makri Tzin sat in the middle at a command console that had the
height and bulkiness of a throne. On top of it, the admiral wore the
silver, pressurized, uniform of the navy, making the bulk of an
Ascendancy soldier even more impressive.

As Four Hands came before the chair, the admiral shouted, “Abase
yourself.”

Four Hands knelt with his head to the floor until the admiral grunted.
Then he stood up.

Admiral Tzin looked down at him without saying anything, bushy eyebrows
arched and arms across his chest.

“All have spoken well of your accomplishments and leadership on the
surface, particularly on how you rescued the mission from the agent who
killed our people and lead the mission to utter disaster. Now I know
that you weren’t able to capture the colonists either, but you were able
to drive them out of the caves and into the woods, and all of that with
a force that had been mostly destroyed.

“It’s another brilliant addition to an already impressive resume. I only
have questions about one small part of your actions. You spoke to a
human Xiniti recruit and then allowed him to leave your presence alive.
Why did you choose to make these decisions?”

Inside Four Hands’ head, his main implant reported that the admiral was
using a motivator’s tones and that it had scrubbed them from his
perception without alerting his official navy implant.

“Your Excellency,” Four Hands said, “the Xiniti recruit exhibited skills
similar to my own as well as an impressive competence as a combatant. I
thought I might try to recruit him to our side if I could.”

“And?” Admiral Tzin grunted.

“He’s loyal to the Xiniti and couldn’t be recruited.”

“Hmmn,” Admiral Tzin leaned forward, “And why didn’t you have him killed
when you had him?”

“As I’m sure you’re aware, fleet policy is to respect flags of truce if
there’s any possibility that not doing so would come back to hurt us. I
judged that we might wish to meet with them later and there was no
reason to end that potential now.”

Admiral Tzin nodded. “Understood. Your caution is appreciated. Our
current plans are to capture and suborn the human ‘Xiniti’ recruits
along with the colony’s leadership. If that proves impossible, we plan
to cleanse the colony from the planet.”

Giving a nod, Four Hands said, “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Admiral Tzin said. “We are now in battle with the Xiniti fleet
or I might send you back to the planet to assist in finishing what you
started. Instead, I’m assigning you to guide your own people in coming
up with ideas for breaking into and subverting the unusual technology
that the Xiniti recruits appear to possess. Kamia expresses difficulty
with it and that’s an impressive statement on its own.”

Then the man dismissed him with a wave of his claw.

On the way out, Four Hands thanked the universe for the machines that
saved him from influence as well as the admiral’s stereotypical
assumptions about his skills that sent him to his own people. It wasn’t
inaccurate in his case, but little of his military record showed it.

It was time to plan his next move.
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We waited for the Ascendancy troops to arrive. Captain Tolker, the guy
who led the briefing, turned out to be a mercenary who the resistance
hired, but then became notorious enough that the Ascendancy decided that
he was a resistance leader. In the end, he found himself here with
everyone else.

I didn’t know where had he been before, but he spent the wait getting
acquainted with those of us he didn’t know and encouraging those that he
did. Though I’m no authority on leading troops, he seemed good at
it.

I’d assigned myself to be behind the front line amid the melee fighter
whose purpose was to jump in if a shield or tree went down and handle
things until they could get a shield working again or have everyone fall
back.

He stepped up to me, still larger even though I was in armor, and looked
me up and down. “You’re one of the human Xiniti. I’m sure you’re very
good, but tell me what you can do so that I know you’re in the right
place.”

“My suit protects me, increases my strength, allows me to fly, and
controls bots and weapons. My standard ammo doesn’t do much against
Ascendancy armor except when using multiple rounds per soldier. My laser
punches through, but it’s got limited shots. My sonics will stop big
groups but only for as long as the sound continues.

“So,” I continued, “I decided I was best off as backup.”

He nodded. “That sounds right. I may have a mission for you later. Jump
when I call you.”

“Sure,” I said, wondering if I should have said something that sounded
more military.

Captain Tolker didn’t appear bothered, nodding and moving on to talk to
Jaclyn. I didn’t hear much of what he said to her except that I did
again hear, “… tell me what you can do, so I know you’re in the right
place.”

As they talked, I checked my bots. I’d released the observation bots and
the spybots, figuring that an early warning would be better than no
warning.

I didn’t see anything special moving in the woods through a few of the
bots had to dodge birds as well as small, raccoon-like predators.

So, nothing.

I hoped that I’d designed the pattern to be tight enough. It’d be sad
and pointless to send out the bots and leave a hole open that an army
could walk through.

Out in the night though, small animals chased each other, but so far
nothing else.

“I’m still surprised that this is everyone,” Marcus stepped up and stood
next to me. “Wasn’t Crawls-Through-Desert supposed to be here or
something?”

“I know. I get the impression that he’s gathering more people and he’ll
show up with them when he shows up.”

Marcus’ mouth twisted. “Yeah. I’m hoping that happens before we get
attacked instead of after afterward. I mean, it’d be awesome and all to
be saved by them at the last minute, but
we’d have to survive through whatever happens before that.”

I thought about that. “Almost dying that way would probably be less fun
than it would be in the comics.”

“Yeah. Exactly. That or Lord of the Rings. Thing is, you read the books,
right? Tolkien made it clear that every
battle in those books was hard won. People died even in the easy
battles.”

I nodded. “Tolkien fought in World War I. I’m sure it was miserable
every step of the way. I think he was in the Battle of the Somme and I
don’t know much about it except that I guess it was particularly bad.”

Marcus nodded. “I think I read that somewhere. Hey… I’ve got a totally
different question. What did Tikki do to me? I know she healed me, but I
feel like it was more than that. She’s been a little different since
then. I don’t know how.”

I glanced over at her. She stood next to Jaclyn, talking. Both of them
stood behind Cassie next to one of the force shields.

“You’re right,” I said, “but it’s way too complicated to get into right
now. She’s going to tell you later, probably after the battle when
there’s time.”

Marcus looked at me without saying anything for a moment. “I hope it’s
not anything bad. Anyway, you should take a look at this.”

He pointed to a force shield to the left of us. Standing next to it with
guns were Dalat and Gemman. Standing next to each other in combat gear,
Dalat still looked small next to Gemman’s bulk.

“They were going to do their best to remove anything from their heads
whether it was implants or motivator suggestions…” I tried to sound
optimistic.

“Yeah,” Marcus said, “Maru was—back when Alyssa could mess with
his head. People have to know about them, right?”

“Jadzen does.” I glanced in their direction again.

Dalat appeared to be deliberately controlling his breathing, taking in a
little breath and letting out a long one. Gemman stared at his gun,
opening sections of it, inspecting them and closing them. Then he closed
the last and stared out into the darkness, practicing how he planned to
stand while firing out of the hole in the shield.

They weren’t the only ones doing things like that. We were all waiting
for hell to be unleashed in our general direction.

I considered asking Jadzen or maybe asking Kals to ask Jadzen what was
going on with those guys, but in that moment one of my bots caught sight
of the Human Ascendancy soldiers crawling through the woods.

Hell was on its way.

I flipped from screen to screen in my HUD. The Ascendancy had sent a lot
of troops. My gut said it had to be hundreds. According to my implant
(which had noted the distance between the bots, the number in the
pictures, the probable distance between them and made guesses about
areas the bots didn’t cover), the number was more like thousands.
Specifically, it was more than I thought had landed.

At any rate, that was the implant’s estimate. The number it had seen was
750—which was still an awful lot.

Around that time, beams of light appeared in the woods around us,
accompanied by the screams of Human Ascendancy soldiers.

That would be the Xiniti that escorted Jadzen here. We’d been told that
they’d retreated in the woods to reappear when they found it useful.

Here they were forcing a large force to divide in order to attack them
as well as us. Not only that, but they’d just ruined the Ascendancy’s
best chance to catch us unawares.

All in all, it had to drive the Ascendancy’s commander crazy. The Xiniti
were mobile enough that even as I watched their beams would appear in
one place, stop and reappear somewhere else.

For all that, the Ascendancy’s troops kept on coming. I wasn’t sure that
I wanted to call it bravery. Even if it wasn’t the only reason they
moved forward, they had motivators whispering in their ears through
their communications systems.

Also, there were an awful lot of them. So a small number of roving
Xiniti caused chaos, but the Ascendancy had enough people that they
could devote a part of their force to watching for the Xiniti and firing
whenever they saw any hint that they were there.

It worked well enough for them, I guess, in that they could keep on
moving forward, but because the Xiniti could run past the edges of a
loose formation and start firing at the group from inside it, the
Ascendancy had to change to a tighter formation.

By the time they reached the clearing, they were marching in a long,
rectangular shape. It didn’t mean that they were immune to the Xiniti’s
attacks, but it did allow a lot of people to fire back at once.

It seemed like the entire right side of the group responded as we
watched, blasting holes in trees, starting small fires, but not killing
any Xiniti that we saw.

That might have been reassuring except that they only stopped firing for
a moment before the whole formation charged us, splitting in half so
that one side went to the right of our position and the other side went
to the left.

We didn’t just let it happen. Captain Tolker ordered everyone to fire.
Of course, we weren’t the only one firing. As the Ascendancy’s troops
charged, they fired on us, blasts of energy hitting the shields and
blazing with light.

Blasts hit trees and branches fell to the ground, sometimes hitting
people. Tikki stopped a large one that threatened to hit the hand to
hand fighters as well as knock over a shield generator pole. Her field
slowed the branch enough that Marcus and I could throw it out and over
the side.

The other defenders weren’t sitting still. Cassie’s gun killed any
soldier it hit, burning holes through their armor and dividing the
formation further back than they had at first, seemingly to avoid
running headfirst into her fire. She divided the rest of her shots
between the streams of troops going to the left and right.

It reminded me of nothing more than the invasion by alternate universe
dinosaurs—except that the Ascendancy’s troops had better armor and could
dodge better.

At the same time, Katuk fired a white beam that incinerated whatever it
hit. It didn’t penetrate as deeply, but it burned away armor and skin
just as well.

By that time, I’d begun to feel useless, but I was okay with it. This
was the kind of fight that could kill any of us, and surviving untested
wasn’t bad.

This is the sort of thought someone probably shouldn’t have in combat as
the world appears to go to extra work to make sure that you know that
you ’re wrong.

The Ascendancy soldiers had broken into two groups, each going around
either side of the shelter’s shields and meeting on the other side to
surround us. Because of the trees and the colonists’ ability to return
fire without getting shot, they couldn’t get too close.

That must have been the origin of their next plan. Just like Travis and
Haley, the Ascendancy’s soldiers were effective climbers, able to swing
and leap through a forest. It wasn’t a surprise that a group of them
jumped into the trees, leaping from branch to branch in an attempt to
leap over the shields.

I saw it through my bots and warned everyone, even firing up at them,
but they still landed in the middle of us.

Jaclyn blurred, punching five of them before anyone else had a chance to
respond—at least that’s what I saw when I replayed the moment with my
implant later.

In the moment, I was too busy to watch what she was doing. Two soldiers
landed in front of me, the first grabbing for my arm before I could back
up to avoid him and beginning to pull me in.

Knowing the strength of my armor, I’ve always been worried about facing
people capable of ripping it straight off me. Travis was one of them and
these soldiers had the same powers. With nothing else coming as an
option, I did what Lee had taught me to do when that was a
possibility—punch them hard.

Before the one my right could react, I punched the one that had grabbed
me—the one on the left—directly in the front of his helmet. The Rocket
suit generates tons of force and unlike at home, I didn’t hold back at
all, punching deeply into the soldier’s face, denting the helmet.

He died. I didn’t need to scan him with the sonics to know that for sure
and didn’t. The goo flowing out of his helmet was enough of a clue—that
and how he fell backward and lay there unmoving.

I didn’t pay attention to that either because I still had the other one
to deal with. Twisting to throw the first punch had already “loaded” the
second punch and I threw it even as the first body fell.

The second soldier had seen what happened to the first and raised his
arm either to block my punch or to grab. He had a problem though. He
wasn’t anywhere near as fast or as strong as Travis–who would have been
able to grab my arm and guide my body to the ground.

This guy’s arm, despite being encased in armor, shattered with the
strength of my blow, hanging at an angle that an unbroken arm couldn’t.

Trained to follow through, I threw another punch as he stumbled
backward, hitting him in the head. He went down.

I’d almost never used the Rocket suit’s full strength and in this
moment, I understood why. I’d known it intellectually and my grandpa had
told me how he’d used it during World War 2, but some things you had to
experience first hand to get them.

In that moment, I understood in my bones that the Rocket suit didn’t
need any weapons on it at all.

I’d killed two men and they lay on the ground ahead of me, one of them
still jerking and twitching.

Off to the side of me, Dalat shot one soldier and Geman finished him off
as he lay on the ground. After a couple shots, he stopped moving.

On my other side, Marcus knocked one soldier and then another into
Tikki’s field where she aged both of them into dust.

I took a breath and reminded myself that I’d killed before. I’d even
killed this exact type of genetically modified human during the invasion
of Earth where we’d killed Katuk’s father. That had been mostly with
lasers and bots though. Punching them to death felt more personal
somehow.

Turning their heads to goo felt more personal somehow.

My suit flashed “COLLISION ALERT” in my HUD, something it normally did
only while flying and I looked up, pointing my laser in the air, and
firing as I saw an Ascendancy soldier above me.

The laser could cut through a battleship’s armor. It cut through his
chest as if he wasn’t wearing any armor at all.

He fell to the ground, making no attempt to land on its feet or to roll.
The body hit and lay there motionless.

I checked above to see if there were more and there weren’t. I called
back some spybots and stationed them around the top of the shields so
that we’d know if this happened again.

While the bots moved to their new positions, I took a quick look around
us. All the Ascendancy soldiers were dead—the ones that made it over the
shields anyway.

More interesting, there appeared to be a lull in the fighting around the
shields. It wasn’t that no one was firing, but before the shields had
been impossible to see through as they deflected blast after blast.

It was almost as if someone outside wanted to see how we handled the
troops dropping in on us over the shields.

As I thought that, the Ascendancy forces started firing again. I had a
bad feeling that we’d find out if my suspicions were correct all too
soon. In the meantime, I decided to watch the top of the shields and
tell everyone else.

“I think they’re going to send more over the shields—maybe to go
straight for Jadzen and the council members here.”

Jaclyn stared up at the top of the shields. “Of course they are. If they
can do it once, they can do it again and with 20 times the people.”

A chill went through me as she said that. She was right and we wouldn’t
be able to handle that many.

Jaclyn glanced over at the shields. They were spattered with energy
blasts. If the Ascendancy sent people through at a time like this, they
stood a good chance taking down the shields from within while we were
distracted.

“I know what to do,” Jaclyn checked the top of the shields again and
then turned back to us. “If I go out there and knock down the trees
around us, they won’t be able to get high enough.”

“Good idea,” I said.

Marcus took a breath. “Are you okay? I mean, you got hit pretty bad
earlier and this will be more of the same. Whatever they’re using takes
more out of you than bullets.”

She frowned. “Look, I can take it for a little while. I’ve got one of
Nick’s suits. Plus, if they get through we’re all going to die.”

Marcus’ face tightened. “You had the new suit on last time too. How
damaged is it?”

Jaclyn shook her head. “We don’t have time for this. I’m going to be
moving too quickly to take a lot of hits.”

Raising an eyebrow, Marcus looked her in the eyes. “While knocking down
trees?”

From where she was firing her gun, Cassie shouted back at us, “She
should do it.”

“Here’s an idea,” I said. “Tikki should go with her. That’ll keep the
shots that do hit to a manageable level.”

“And I’m going to carry her around?” Jaclyn asked. “Because that’ll be
slower.”

Tikki shook her head. “No. I’ll accelerate us to be faster than the time
stream around us and I’ll freeze and redirect any shots that make it
into the bubble.”

Marcus’ looked at her, meeting her eyes. “Are you sure? Do you think you
can make it that long?”

Tikki reached out and held him. “I know it. Trust me.”

When she let go, Marcus watched her walk over to Jaclyn, who said,
“Okay. Let’s try it.”

Holding his arms across his chest, he looked smaller than usual. As they
walked closer to a gap between a tree and a shield, Marcus turned to me
and said, “I hope they survive.”

I didn’t know whether he blamed me, but the fact that he didn’t seem to
be mad about it made me feel worse. He just seemed scared for them and
didn’t know what to do with it.

I wasn’t as scared. If Tikki had really just been Tikki, I would have
been, but knowing that she was one of Lee’s people, I wished I hadn’t
promised to keep it quiet.

Telling him wouldn’t make things better, though. It would have just
introduced a little more chaos into a situation that already had enough.

With him, I watched as Tikki’s bubble surrounded both of them,
distorting the air in a way that reminded me of ripples on a pond. As a
resistance fighter stepped out of their way, allowing them through the
gap, Kals stepped up beside us.

“What are they doing?”

I didn’t have time to explain before the first tree came down. Together
in the Tikki’s bubble of time, they didn’t move as quickly as Jaclyn
could alone, but they weren’t slow. With the accelerated time, Jaclyn
moved faster than normal.

So, when the bubble surrounded a tree trunk, the tree fell in almost the
same moment. Taking the whole exercise farther than I’d thought to
suggest, Jaclyn made sure that each tree fell toward the attacking
soldiers, sometimes throwing the tree trunks like gigantic lawn darts.

If she’d been trying to be disruptive to the attack, she wouldn’t have
done it much differently.

The trees’ branches made harder to see the shields, and if Jaclyn threw
the tree, it sailed into the crowd, hitting any soldiers that didn’t
jump out of the way.

It wasn’t a bad plan. The side effects were nice anyway.

The only bad point was that there were a lot of trees around the
shelter, so it wasn’t hard to figure out what Jaclyn was doing before
she finished. Flying trees were a notable clue.

So somewhere out there, whoever had been planning to send people over
the top of the shields decided that now was the last chance they’d have.

Even though Jaclyn and Tikki had removed more than half of the trees
surrounding the shelter, Ascendancy soldiers jumped for the trees that
were left, leaping from one to the other.

I don’t know how many it was, but a lot—more than last time, anyway.

They poured over the shields, throwing themselves over by pushing off
from the trees standing outside of the ring.

The only good thing that could be said is that this time they were all
coming from the back half and left side of the shelter. That wasn’t good
by itself, but it meant that Jaclyn and Tikki were cutting off routes
past our defenses.

I aimed the sonics up at the Ascendancy soldiers. The smart ones were
crawling down the trees in front of or between the ends of two shields.
I didn’t dare aim the sonics there. They destabilized Kamia’s Abominator
shields and I didn’t want to take down one of ours.

I aimed the sonics at the soldiers who were less smart or more
confident—the ones who swung over the shields without aiming at a
specific tree. Knowing Travis and Haley’s abilities, they probably
planned to turn the downward momentum into forward momentum through
acrobatics or use some kind of grapple to swing to the ground.

I used one arm to hit them with a piercing scream that would especially
hurt beings with genetically modified hearing. I set my other arm to try
frequencies that would damage their tech. I’d used my Xiniti implant to
find out common materials for Ascendancy armor and device construction,
narrowing the probable frequencies.

There are those who would regard my choice as half-measures that made
the sonics less effective than committing to one or the other, but I’ve
never liked putting all my eggs in one basket.

I can’t deny that my hypothetical critics might have a point, but the
soldiers didn’t appear to be having an easy time of it. The soldiers who
got hit with the sonic scream (which pulsed to help defeat their helmet
filters) became distracted as the sound hit and it hurt them.

They pulled into themselves when the sound hit, missing the tree they
must have been hoping to grab and hitting the ground or the roof of the
shelter like very heavy raindrops. Some of them even hit trees.

If it had just been noise, they might have handled it, but their armor
had stopped bending in one limb or their helmet might have begun to
spark or smoke. Sometimes the clear material over their eyes went white.
From the ones that tried to rip the helmet off, I guessed I might have
triggered some kind of noise from filters that filtered out enemy
motivators, but I didn’t know for sure.

The sonics didn’t hit all of them, but I wasn’t the only person aiming
for the sky either. Many of the hand to hand fighters were also backup
gunmen for those manning the shields. They fired upward with the
enthusiasm of people who are finally in a position to do something
instead of watch.

Dalat and Geman were among those firing upward and not, so far as I
could tell, doing anything but help defend the shelter.

Next to me, Kals kept up a stream of commands that made the damage I’d
caused to the soldiers’ helmets even more effective. The last thing a
soldier falling through the air needed while trying to snare a passing
branch was a motivator shouting, “Stop!”

It tended to make them miss the branch and hit the ground without even
trying to stop themselves.

Now if all you paid attention to was our efforts to defend ourselves,
you’d think that whoever had thrown soldiers against us had made a
catastrophically stupid mistake.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple.

There were a lot of soldiers coming over the top and while we hit a lot
of them with sonics, motivator commands, or lasers, we didn’t hit all of
them. To put it another way, if you have a whole lot of people jumping
over your shields and you shoot three-quarters of them, you’ve still got
a whole lot of people coming over your shields.

Worse, when the ones that didn’t get shot hit the ground, you’re still
firing at the ones in the air and if you don’t fire at the ones in the
air, you’re letting more hit the ground.

That’s the point where you become grateful that Captain Tolker was
actually good at his job. He’d placed people on the roof of the shelter
before the fight even started. Even though some of them were busy
killing whatever landed on the roof, the others were firing down at the
soldiers on the ground.

He’d placed a few in trees as well. So even as the soldiers hit the
ground, they’d sometimes have their heads explode.

Of course, that wasn’t always his snipers. Sometimes that was Rachel.

They couldn’t get everyone though. Two got over, landed and ran toward
the nearest shield. I saw it in my HUD, but couldn’t move before one of
them leaped over Dalat, landing next to a shield generator pole—which he
then smashed, opening ten feet of our front line to the world.

Dalat turned to fire at the soldier who’d jumped over him, killing him
in a shot while Geman shot the other.

The good news was that Geman had saved one half of the shield generator
pair. The other pole, still lying on the grass, didn’t look too bad as
it could. It hadn’t been broken in two, but it wasn’t working either.

I didn’t know as much as I wanted about these shields but fixing it
didn’t seem impossible. Even better, if they had a spare, they might be
able to swap it out.

Not that the Ascendancy’s forces planned on making that easy. When the
shield went down, the nearest troops ran for the opening, running and
firing.

Unsure of what else I could do, I ran for the opening, aiming the sonics
above the heads of the people who’d been firing from behind the shield.
It was easier than it might have been. They weren’t in complete retreat,
but they were moving to stand behind the shields on either side of the
downed shield.

I couldn’t blame them. They wore the same light armor Kals (and almost
all the resistance) did. Little more than a jacket, pants, and a helmet,
it could take a few shots, but after a couple in the same spot, it would
go through.

This time I set both arms’ sonics to anti-tech frequencies and I pumped
up the power to just short of damaging levels. I could feel a hint of
warmth on my arms—which was unusual in a heavily armored suit even if it
was normal for the stealth version of the Rocket suit.

That worried me a little because the last thing I needed was for the
sonics to give out before this was over. Sure, the suit could repair
them, but I might not have time for that.

In the first few seconds, I took more shots than I had time to count. My
armor dutifully noted the damage and began repairs. I’d improved the
Rocket suit’s materials a couple different times within the past few
months before this trip. It felt good to know that the design could
handle some punishment.

Ahead of me, two Ascendancy soldiers’ rifles shot gouts of flame out of
their sides and then the rifles went dead—or so I assumed from the way
they pulled the trigger without anything happening.

Then they stopped running. I couldn’t tell why, but they came to a stop,
dropped to the ground, and pulled at their helmets. At about the same
time, more soldiers ran past them only to stop and start pulling at
their helmets as well.

As they did, resistance fire picked them off.

I’d discovered a real vulnerability, whatever it was, but not one I’d be
able to keep up forever.

That was even more true when I checked my peripheral vision and got an
overall picture of the situation. Ascendancy soldiers were still coming
over the shield though not as many of them as before. The ones that had
already made it over were the main worry right now.

Only quick action by our troops and luck had stopped them from taking
out another section of shield.

If they did, I’d have to choose between protecting this section, moving
to the other one, or aiming for ones still coming over.

I contacted Hal, “I need help. We need to make the Ascendancy troops
back off. I don’t care how you do it except that you don’t hit Jaclyn
and Tikki. They’re outside our shields. Also, that you don’t take out
our shields or kill any of our people.”

Hal responded, “I can, but not without revealing my position. The
Ascendancy troops are probably in possession of weapons capable of doing
this ship real damage. Even if they do not possess them, there are small
spacecraft on the planet and firing on the troops will reveal my
position. I’ll have to attack and then hide again.”

“If you have to, go ahead. You have my permission.”

Hal manufacturers had built in protections against rebellion on the part
of sentient machines. My permission had disarmed part of that for one
purpose—my orders.

I checked the world around me. It wasn’t any better than it had been
before I talked to him.

Through the firing weapons, shouts, and the strange tones of the
motivators, I heard a hint of my ship’s engines. He wasn’t far away at
all.

Then Hal fired the main gun, turning everything in front of me white and
everything in the path of the beam to ashes.

Over my comm, Hal added commentary. “The anti-personnel lasers lack the
necessary range to be useful in this situation. The main gun isn’t made
for targeting individual humans. It is effective in targeting general
areas.”

The beam circled around the forest, burning the entire way.

After a moment, Hal said, “Objective achieved. I must now evade the
small craft and weapons targeting me.”

The sound of engines increased as explosions and energy beams appeared
above us.

In the dark, the ship was practically invisible with the black shield
that surrounded it. Plus, Hal hadn’t fired from just above the trees.
Knowing the range of the main gun, he could have been miles away.

Given that the atmosphere interfered with the beam, he’d probably been
within a mile though.

So all I could know was that the beams and explosions didn’t send pieces
of the ship crashing down on us from above. It seemed reasonable to
assume that he’d made it.

Deciding to assume the best for the ship didn’t help me with my other
problem—the Ascendancy soldiers that had come over the top of the
shields while the shield went down.

Blasting away with the sonics at frequencies that destroyed tech was not
an option. I turned away from the downed shield, hoping that others
would be able to handle whatever came from the front. Bearing mind that
I saw only ash from that direction at the moment, it seemed likely.

It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. Our snipers had taken out quite a few on
the way down. Plus, Jaclyn and Tikki had come back inside while I’d been
conversing with the ship.

The dog had even taken one down, grabbing him by the neck, biting down
and shaking until the soldier’s limbs stopped moving.

I’d seen Marcus fighting too. While he used guns too, flexible limbs let
him pull off armor or grab soldiers and swing them into trees, sometimes
while they were still in the air.

While I didn’t see Rachel directly, I saw evidence that she was in the
fight. Beyond heads exploding from her bullets, soldiers’ bodies would
sometimes spasm as she reached through their armor to touch them with
the taser gloves I’d made her.

I’d been planning to watch for any soldiers aiming for the generator
poles, but I didn’t have to. As one soldier made a break for the nearest
pole, a purple blur appeared, knocking him backward to the ground,
unconscious or dead.

In the end, I helped take down the ones that were jumping from tree to
tree, trying to avoid getting shot and get closer to the generator
poles. I also helped with the few that were still jumping in.

By the time they stopped, no Ascendancy soldiers were left alive within
the circle. They weren’t even trying to rush the open spot in the
shields.

I activated the rockets and flew to the top of the shelter, using it to
look all the way around us.

I couldn’t see anyone.

The ship had burned down anything that Jaclyn hadn’t knocked over. The
only things blocking my view were the trees next to and within the
shields and the shields themselves. Otherwise, we had at least fifty
feet of flat, ash-covered ground on all sides.

I could understand why the Ascendancy might back off in the face of the
ship, but knowing that they were giving chase to it, I had no idea why
they wouldn’t be pouring troops into here now that it was gone.

Adjusting the suit’s sensitivity to audio, I listened for hints of what
might be going on.

I heard the sounds of fighting—a lot of it. My first thought was the
Xiniti, but the Xiniti we’d seen weren’t a large enough group to do much
more than hit the edges of a larger force—maybe even carve chunks out of
that force. They weren’t large enough to force the Ascendancy to
reassign their entire landing force when what they wanted was to capture
Jadzen.

Beyond that, it was way too optimistic to hope we’d intimidated the
Ascendancy into giving up.

Rachel appeared next to me on the roof. “Have you figured it out yet?”

I opened my eyes and looked at her. “Why they left?”

She smiled. “And who’s coming.”

Then I heard a gun fire. My implant identified it as a laser rifle
commonly sold to mercenaries within the Human Quarantine but  one that
wasn’t commonly used among Human Ascendancy troops.

That narrowed it down. I knew who to expect before they
appeared—hundreds of colonists, all of them dressed in the same light
armor and carrying the same rifles as the people we already had.
Crawls-Through-Desert floated along next to them, giving directions.

That wasn’t all. They arrived with more shield generators—many more,
setting another circle around the one we had.

In the distance, I could see flashes of bright light and heard screams.
My implant identified the lights as Xiniti weapons. They had to be
distracting the Ascendancy soldiers so we had time to set up defenses.

On the roof, I turned to Rachel. “How did you know?”

Her mouth twisted. “I pick up what the other Ghosts know sometimes. It’s
not all good. The Ascendancy is getting reinforcements.”

“Reinforcements? From where? Are they landing more ships?”

Rachel shook her head. “It’s just people they already had on the
ground—people who landed today mixed with some survivors from the ship
you fought before.”

So that meant we had a chance. I wondered if Four Hands was among them
and if he would do anything.

I said, “The battle’s just continuing then and they aren’t coming back
to the planet?”

Rachel closed her eyes, breathing. “They’re fighting the Xiniti all over
the system right now. I don’t think they have any ground troops that
they can spare and even if they did, they don’t have any ships near
here.”

I nodded. “I guess that’s good news. All we have to do is survive until
the Xiniti win, Alliance ships show up, or maybe the Cosmic Ghosts take
out the Ascendancy fleet.”

I thought about it some more. “That’s not bad odds. I think we’ve got
more people technically—even if the colonists are ex-terrorists and not
professional soldiers.”

Rachel took my hand, gave it a squeeze and let go. “Provided more
Ascendancy ships don’t show up and blow the Xiniti to Hell while
dropping thousands of troops down here. Also, assuming the Ascendancy
doesn’t give up and drop a rock on us.”

I looked over at her. “Was squeezing my hand supposed to take the edge
off that?”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just as much in the dark as you are.
More Ghosts are on their way. I don’t know when they’ll get here, but I
think we’ve got a good reason to hope.”

I looked out at the second ring of blue, glowing shields going up around
the shelter as we talked. The plant floated next to Captain Tolker,
coordinating the defense. In that moment, it wasn’t hard to be
optimistic.

The flashes of light in the distance made it a little harder though. I
knew it had to be the Xiniti and they were trying to be louder and more
obvious than they had to be in order to give the new troops time to set
up. If the Ascendancy killed these Xiniti,
I suspected it would hurt us more than we knew.

Their constant attacks meant that the Ascendancy couldn’t ever put it’s
full force against those of us defending the shelter.

“That’s a long silence,” Rachel looked at me and then out toward the
shield rings. “Look at it this way. We’ve made it this far. Despite the
Cabal, The Thing That Eats, the Nine, and all the others, we’re still
alive. If you think about it, we shouldn’t be. All of them are out of
our league.”

She wasn’t wrong. I needed to calm down and not keep on seeing all the
ways that this could go wrong tonight. Chances are, the next big problem
would be something that I didn’t even have on my list.

Plus, if I managed to relax, I might be able to get back to solving
problems instead of worrying about them. A fight was at core a series of
technical problems. I could handle them the same way I did at
home—backing off for a little while, assuming that the Ascendancy gave
me the time.

I didn’t want to even think about what it would be like to go through an
even longer fight like the last one. We’d been far too close to losing.

To be fair, we were in a better position now. The trees were down all
around the outer ring, all of them turned to ash by the ship’s main gun.
The Ascendancy’s troops could try to jump over the shields, but they
weren’t going to jump 100 feet high.

I wondered how much of what I was feeling came from not sleeping much
and running for half the night.

I kept that thought in mind as I watched our people put the Ascendancy
dead into a pile next to our dead (no one I knew). Making a pile next to
the shelter didn’t feel quite right, but you didn’t want the bodies
underfoot either. A pile made sense. They could handle them
appropriately later.

Captain Tolker looked up at me on the shelter and then around the camp.
“Everyone in the first battle should rest if you can. We’ve got four
times as many people as we did before. So you should sleep, eat,
whatever… They’ve withdrawn. I’m sure they’ll be back, but you’ll do
better if you’re not tired. Take a moment. We’ll wake you when we need
you.”

“That means you,” Rachel said, yawning. “And me too.”

Falling asleep turned out to be easier than I’d have expected. Between
the nervous energy from the fight and being overwhelmed by all the
things that could possibly go wrong, you’d think it would be impossible.
It seemed like it would be, but then sleep took over anyway.

When I woke, the sun was rising in a direction I’d arbitrarily decided
was east. I was still on the roof in my armor. I didn’t see any troops
around us, but I didn’t believe they’d gone. They could easily be hiding
in the forest on either side of the shield ring.

Captain Tolker must have agreed with me because he had troops manning
weapons next to the rings, waiting for an attack.

Even as I thought about it, they made contact—not as an attack, but by
voice. A calm, female voice said, “I am Kamia of the Ascendant’s Guard.
Surrender or we’ll kill you where you stand.”

“Well, crap,” I muttered. Kamia had Abominator devices or a talent that
might allow her to take the shields down from a distance. She also had
an Abominator designed shield that both Cassie’s sword and my sonics had
a chance to get through.

In her place, I’d take down the shields remotely and send in enough
people that the battle would be over before Cassie and I found her.

That’s not what she was doing at that moment, though. She was trying to
give us every reason to surrender without a fight—which might mean that
she didn’t want to waste soldiers’ lives, but it also might mean that
we’d scared her.

I hoped that we were that lucky.

Meanwhile, Kamia continued, “You’ve fought well so far, but you can’t
survive what’s coming. We have hundreds of fresh troops to help us, but
we have more than that. More members of the Ascendant Guard came on
board that ship. Four Hands is no longer on the planet, but Neves and I
have more than enough help to handle even your strongest fighters. We’ve
slain four Xiniti already today.

“Don’t think they’ll be able to save you.”

On the ground below, Katuk stood, staring in the direction of Kamia’s
voice, probably scanning the area. One thing she could be confident of
is that he’d go after her if she showed up. Bearing in mind her record
of killing Xiniti, she might appear so that she could kill him and then
disappear.

It might be worth the risk for the damage to our morale.

At the same time, she’d already done that a little bit with regards to
me. If Four Hands was off the planet, he wasn’t going to be much help.

As Kamia addressed Jadzen directly, I jumped off the roof of the shelter
and walked over to Tikki, Marcus, Cassie, and Jaclyn. They were standing
in a circle near Katuk. Tiger lay on the ground behind Jaclyn.

Rachel appeared as I joined the group.

Looking over at Jaclyn as they stopped talking to include us in the
circle, I asked, “How are you doing today?”

“Better,” Jaclyn said. “Much better. I heal a little more quickly than
all of you, but today, I’m completely healed. I’m more tired than I
should be, but it’s better than being burned all over like I was—”

Then she stopped, looking over at Tikki, saying what I’d begun to think,
“How much did I age when you accelerated time for us yesterday?”

Tikki blushed. “Not much. Nothing at all, I hope. I accelerated when you
were with me, but when we were done, I made you younger again. You
should be the same age as when we started.”

“That’s not how it worked with me,” Marcus cocked his head to look at
her.

Tikki bit her lip. “No—I… With you I changed the past so you didn’t get
hurt, something I can’t normally do, but I can make people older or
younger. Jaclyn could heal herself by growing older, but once she was
healed I could make her younger without bringing her back to where she
was before she healed.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “I get it, but I don’t know why it works that
way.”

Tikki held up her hands. “Me neither.”

I started talking before anyone else take the conversation further
afield. “You’ve been listening to Kamia, right?”

Cassie nodded, touching her sword. “Yeah, that and waiting for the
attack.”

“I’m thinking that Kamia can take down shields and that we ought to have
a plan in case she takes down one or all of them.”

“All of them?” Cassie shook her head. “If that happens, we’re
screwed—well, unless we’ve got the ability to attack all of them on the
way in. I could use the gun to burn down a lot of people, but I’m not
going to take out all of them—just a lot.”

I turned toward Tikki. “I don’t know if you’ve been holding out on us,
but if you can do more than what you’ve mentioned so far, you might want
to think about the largest radius you can fire off a blast of aging at.
Without your help, we’re probably all going to die—though with Jaclyn
feeling good, it might be slower.”

Tikki frowned. “I’ll do what I can. I have a stake in this too.”

To me, that didn’t quite sound like her even if it didn’t sound off
enough to Marcus who told me, “You know she’ll do everything she can.
She’s been doing more than we ever thought possible lately.”

“I know,” I said, “but knowing exactly what she can do would help. Right
now, I’m feeling like she can do anything.”

Tikki looked from Marcus to me, “Not anything, but I might be able to
handle half of the ring without straining myself.”

Then she frowned, waiting for my response.

“Half of the ring? That’s more than I expected, but that’s great.” I
didn’t know how much power would get the attention of her and Lee’s
people, but I wouldn’t have thought she’d be willing to risk that much.

Next to me, Rachel’s eyes narrowed and she watched me. She might want me
to explain this later, but we probably wouldn’t have time.

Around us, Kamia’s voice faded away and everyone looked out past the
force fields while our soldiers crouched, pointing their weapons through
the shields, ready for action.

We’d missed the rest of what Kamia had said and I had a bad feeling it
mattered.

Admiral Makri Tzin, Human Ascendancy Flagship, Hideaway System

Admiral Tzin knew that he’d won when he saw who’d taken control of the
ground forces.

The report told him that Kamia of the Thuroni Defenders, an elite
company within the Ascendant Guard, had assumed command as soon as the
marines landed. Ordinarily Admiral Tzin disliked the fact that any
member of the Guard could assume command of any Ascendancy force outside
the Guard, but in this case, he knew Kamia’s record.

Any Guard member with her success against Xiniti could use his forces as
necessary—so long as she didn’t take over his position.

If she did, he had some plans she wouldn’t appreciate.

And in any case, she appeared to be one of the polite ones. The smarter
Guard members often were. She’d sent him a message saying what she
intended to use the troops for and that she didn’t intend to keep using
them any longer than was necessary to capture the council. She’d even
asked him if he had any use for the human Xiniti trainees.

He didn’t and his return message had told her that she could do anything
she wished with them. Reprogramming them for espionage against the
Xiniti never worked out no matter how often they’d tried it. Better to
kill the human traitors than to give the Xiniti more practice in
deprogramming.

They were getting too good at it already.

As for the Xiniti themselves, he looked forward to finding out exactly
what Kamia would do to them. He had enough of them up here. He could use
some ideas. Laughing at that thought, he decided to check on the
progress of the battle. Using his implant, he connected to the ship’s
tactical computer and the ship’s sensors.

The tactical computer wasn’t sentient, of course. That was too much of a
risk, but it did calculate the probability of success for the overall
battle based on current actions, predicted the best way to reach
specific objectives, and made predictions of enemy responses to specific
actions.

Admiral Tzin opted to get back to the current situation, but with
notations as to probable outcomes of his choices.

It did not go well.

Early on in the battle, he’d found that the fleet’s larger ships
couldn’t maneuver quickly enough to be effective against the smaller
Xiniti ships. Following fleet doctrine, he’d used smaller ships and
personal fighters against Xiniti ships.

The standard fleet tactics against Xiniti needed some revision and the
people he’d assigned to come up with effective tactics weren’t yet
successful.

By a series of actions he’d only just begun to understand, the Xiniti
had managed to separate the fleet’s different groups to a point that
they couldn’t assist each other effectively.

While they still outnumbered the Xiniti, the tactical program showed
that though the smaller craft were keeping the Xiniti busy for now, the
Xiniti were destroying his fighters more quickly than his forces were
destroying Xiniti ships.

Once they passed a certain point in numbers, the Xiniti would begin to
target the battleships and cruisers. That would be the beginning of the
end. The war on the ground might go well, but up here, he needed a game
changer and he wasn’t finding one.

He tested the probable results of making the Xiniti aware of what was
going on on the ground, forcing their ships back in the direction of the
planet. The simulations didn’t go as he hoped. Instead of clustering as
they tried to help the people on the ground, most simulations showed
them beginning to cluster and then destroying his fleet as it began to
get into formation for attack.

He tried other options including gathering the largest ships to bombard
the planet. Even that didn’t work out as planned since the Xiniti in the
simulation (or the ship on the planet) were watching for it.

The damned little ship had taken out a half a squadron before the
commanding officer had the sense to withdraw. They still didn’t know
where it had gone.

He screamed and would have punched something if he’d been outside of his
own head.

Controlling himself, he commanded that Four Hands be found and given
access to the tactical computer in case he could see anything the
admiral had missed. The man’s people weren’t much use in a fight, but
he’d heard Four Hands was a capable commander. It’d be a waste not to
use him.

Even as that command went out, the tactical computer made him aware of a
change. Ships were coming out of jump in the outer system, an Ascendancy
fleet the size of his own.

He grinned as tactical predictions began to shift. If final calculations
were anything like what he was beginning to see, the combined fleet
would destroy the Xiniti fleet. He hoped the new admiral didn’t outrank
him.

Then, before he got the new fleet’s identification, more jump points
opened, at least as many as before. As soon as he saw their shapes, he
could tell they weren’t from the Ascendancy. Most of these ships he’d
only seen in his implant’s catalog. He never thought they’d enter the
Human Quarantine.

This new fleet, a combination Alliance and Xiniti fleet, had followed
the Ascendancy fleet through jump. If Admiral Tzin guessed right, they’d
probably been fighting before the jump.

Dammit, the admiral thought.

Even worse, the tactical computer kicked him out as it recalculated
probabilities for the entire battle.

Nick, Hideaway Surface

Kals walked up to us at about the same time as Katuk joined us.

As we backed up to let them into the group, Kals asked, “What’s your
plan?”

“We don’t really have one,” I said. “We’re kind of working on backup
plans in case the shields go down. Also, we missed the rest of what she
said. Given that everyone’s looking tense, I’m guessing they’re just
about to start?”

“Close,” Kals glanced back toward the shelter. “She made a big appeal to
Mom and the Council to surrender and save the lives of all the people
fighting today. It wasn’t much different than what they’ve said before.”

Cassie laughed. “It’s almost like they’re afraid to fight
you.”

Kals gave a half-smile. “I think they are, but mostly because if Mom
dies they’ll have a hard time finding a unifying figure like her to
reprogram. That’s why Kamia talked about how easy it will be to take the
shields down.”

Tikki eyed her, frowning. “She’s not the only potential unifying figure.
If she were to die, you would also be an effective choice.”

Kals raised an eyebrow. “Me?” Then she let out a breath. “You’re right.
Both my dad and mom would be heroes of the resistance and they’d be
dead. It’s inevitable.”

She glanced down to a pouch on her belt. Other resistance members kept
suicide pills there.

Jaclyn noticed too. “We’re not going to let that happen.”

Katuk cocked his head to look at Jaclyn’s face. “Suicide is an honorable
response when your death protects what your life cannot.”

Jaclyn’s mouth tightened. “I suppose, but I don’t want anyone to have to
go that far.”

Kals looked out past the shields. Kamia’s troops still weren’t visible.
“I’m not in any hurry to make the ultimate sacrifice for the resistance,
but I don’t want to be used to destroy it.”

Marcus nodded. “I think we all get that. I’m not in a hurry either, but
knowing what they can do to us makes me think that we should have packed
suicide pills.”

Katuk looked over at him, the silver of his armor gleaming in the
daylight, “There’s no need. Your implant can do it if necessary.”

I’d never considered that we might have a way to kill ourselves built in
to the implant, but in that moment I knew all I had to do to activate
it. Looking at everybody’s faces, we all did—well, except for Rachel.

Next to me she said, “That’s not a good look on any of you.”

“No kidding,” Cassie shook her head. “That’s the last thing I wanted to
know. Maybe we should be probing our implants for things it can do to
help us win.”

“I think we should be thinking about how to win in general,” Jaclyn
looked the group of us over. “Kamia said she had more of the Ascendant
Guard with her now. My implant tells me that they’ve got a variety of
soldiers, all of them Abominator designed for different types of
warfare. I guess if we have any fliers, Katuk, Nick or I will have to
handle them.”

Tikki raised a hand slowly. “I can help with that.”

Not showing any surprise, Jaclyn nodded.

“Me too,” Cassie glanced over at the shields. “I’m not assigned to the
front this time around. I think they must be assuming we’ll work
together.”

Jaclyn nodded, “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Then we talked about ways we could do that for a few minutes. We weren’t
done when Kamia’s voice again sounded around us.

“Jadzen, come out. It’s time to do the only thing that will save your
people here. Come out and lead the rest of your “Council” through the
shields. Remember I can take them down with a thought. I don’t need you
to cooperate. If you don’t, I’ll just kill you and everyone else.

“So it’s your choice. Cooperate or watch all your people die.”

Kamia stopped speaking (wherever she was) and waited for a response. She
didn’t get one immediately. I’d like to say that silence hung in the
air, but that doesn’t make the slightest bit of sense. How would an
absence of sound hang anywhere?

The door opened with a creak and Jadzen stepped out of the shelter,
followed by Iolan and a couple other council members.

Silence hung in the air, broken only by the sound of their footsteps on
the forest floor.

They didn’t walk toward the shields. They stopped close to us and Jadzen
cleared her throat. She took a breath and looked over at Kals giving her
a smile.

Then she spoke, her voice resonant with the queer tone that motivators
had when using their power. She wasn’t commanding anyone to do anything
though. She seemed to be using it to be heard.

“Kamia,” she said, staring out past the shields at the forest, “I’ve
heard of you and your deeds. Your ability to cause destruction is well
known. I say this so that you understand that I’ve made my decision with
full knowledge of the consequences.

“I will never let myself be captured and personality bent to the will of
people with no respect for human dignity or freedom. I will die
first—either by your hand or my own.”

Jadzen opened her mouth to say more, but she’d already given an answer
enough for Kamia.

Beams of light hit the shields, creating the sound of a hissing white
noise. For the moment, they held. We had to do something before they
fell. I doubted it would be long.

It turned out that I wasn’t wrong about that either, but not quite in
the way that I would have imagined it. I’d been imagining that the
ongoing attack would take them down, but the shields held up to that at
first.

Crawls-Through-Desert called a retreat as the outside ring of shields
began to flicker and the soldiers ran towards the first ring of shields.

A roar of excitement came as the shields fell and we watched as the
reinforcements we’d received all ran toward the inside ring of shields,
unable to get through all at once, most of them turning around in front
of the shields, aiming their weapons outward as Ascendancy soldiers ran
in.

In that moment the shields came back on, but not as flat panes of blue
light. Instead, the shield poles generated long, thin lines that whirled
around the poles reminding me of strange Christmas trees in the first
second, but then of blenders.

The thin blue lines cut through the Ascendancy troops armor and bodies,
leaving the ground soaked in blood, covered with slashed bodies and
severed limbs.

Then the shields turned back on as if they’d never been off, leaving a
few Ascendancy soldiers who’d somehow made it past the lines alone,
trapped between the inside and outside rings.

They didn’t last long. The colonists in front of the inside shields
fired, hitting them with beams of light that turned half their bodies to
ash.

It was a moment best appreciated by people with strong stomachs. My own
felt queasy.

That didn’t stop people from cheering, but the cheer could have been
louder. On the other hand, if the colony had assembled its most
experienced veterans for this fight, they might have an all too
realistic sense of how far this was from the end of the battle.

As they cheered, the colonists ran back toward the outer ring, taking
their positions again and firing at the withdrawing Ascendancy troops.

“Wow,” Cassie watched the retreat as she talked. “I don’t envy those
guys. They’re going to have to stand in that stuff for the rest of the
battle. It was kind of awesome though. I didn’t see that coming.”

I took a breath, trying to ignore my stomach while thinking of the
fastest way to make my suit absorb my helmet. “I should have seen it.
Crawls-Through-Desert and Captain Tolker were talking and I knew they
could do this. That’s how they made the Ascendancy’s smaller ships
inoperable earlier. They just weren’t this obvious about it.”

Jaclyn stared at the bloody battlefield for a moment and then turned
back to us. “There’s no reason to hide it now.”

Katuk said, “I concur, but it’s not a technique they’ll be able to use
again in quite the same way during this battle. The Ascendancy will work
around it now. In fact, I’m sure that we’ll be seeing Kamia soon.”

“Whoa,” Marcus said, “if she can take over the shields and make them do
it again, she’ll take out everyone near the shields—” he snapped his
fingers, “—like that!”

I thought about it, using the Xiniti implant to supply details about the
shields. “It’s not an easy thing to do. I don’t know exactly how her
power works, but unless they made that an easily accessible function in
the shields, it would be hard. My impression is that the technique’s a
fairly complicated hack and hard to reproduce just form seeing it.”

Katuk turned to look at Marcus with his dark, too wide eyes. “Kamia has
limits. She exploits her connection to Abominator technology to control
related technologies and AIs. Her connection to unrelated technologies
and objects of less intelligent computers is less effective. Though she
can disrupt the standard functioning of our implants, she can’t control
them. She should have a difficult time producing complex actions on the
computers used in shield generators.”

“Huh,” Marcus said, looking toward the outer ring of shields. “I wonder
what she’s going to do now then?”

“No idea,” I said, checking my implant again, “but she’s brought down
shields when she’s gotten close to them. My bet would be something like
that.”

As I said that, the hum of energy weapons firing and the hiss as they
hit the shields began again, but not everywhere.

One section of the shield was left untouched, but the sections on either
side of were getting hammered with fire. A quick look showed that there
was another untouched section of shield on the other side of the ring
while every other section was under attack.

The first thought that came into my mind was whether they were going to
attack only one of the two untouched sections or both?

Answering my unvoiced question, Kamia, her own force field glowing, led
a group of Ascendancy soldiers, all of them bigger and more muscular
than average. Neves, larger than any of the others, ran next to her.

All the rest of them wore form-fitting, red, reflective armor that
showed the symbol of the Ascendant Guard on their chests—a clawed,
feathered beast that reminded me of a gryphon.

Not all of them were running either. Four of them were flying, but not
far off the ground. Instead of flying far above the group, they flew
with them.

My implant supplied me with the information that they threw bolts of
plasma, much like Solar Flare back on Earth, but less powerful. On the
other hand, superheated plasma was still superheated plasma and there
were four of them.

Plus, all of the Guard members had force shields. Even if they weren’t
as powerful as Kamia’s, they still wouldn’t make this any easier.

And it wasn’t. The resistance fighters were firing at them the moment
the Ascendant Guard appeared. Blasts of energy weapons exploding or
bouncing off the Guard’s shields.

Sometimes in stories, I’ve read scenes like this described as strangely
beautiful.

It wasn’t.

The blasts of light against the shields weren’t pretty. They meant that
people on our side were going to be dying soon.

It also meant that these people were our problem. I didn’t know if we
could take them, but no one else could—well, except for Tikki. And she
had more to think about than our survival. If using her powers—even the
weaker form of them she’d given Tikki—meant that she called attention to
herself far worse things could happen than having a challenging fight
with Kamia.

It wouldn’t just be Kamia either. Right behind the Ascendant Guard ran
all the troops that the Ascendancy forces could spare from battering our
shields. The implant estimated the currently viewable number at one
hundred, but it felt like thousands.

Some twenty feet behind the Guard, the regular Ascendancy forces didn’t
seem to be any hurry to face us. That or the Guard didn’t want them to
be close.

Whatever the reason, the plan was obvious—have Kamia take down the
shields and then everyone else would rush in. It was obvious enough that
we’d even come up with a counter earlier, though a far from perfect one.

I looked over at Jaclyn, “Do you want to do this?”

Her answer was only to tighten her jaw, let her helmet enclose her face
and leap upward at an angle that allowed her to land outside the outer
ring. I activated the rocket pack and flew upward with her—sort of.
Jaclyn took off more quickly than I did, but I passed her near the top
of the arc.

She reached the ground before I did, landing in the middle of the
Ascendant Guard and beginning to punch and move, knocking them back
before they could respond.

As for myself, I slowed before I landed, aiming the sonics at them,
setting them to find the frequencies that made the shields become
unstable.

More than one shield popped, but I couldn’t stay there and keep it up
because hovering in one place would make me a target for every
Ascendancy soldier with an energy rifle and all the plasma throwing
flyers as well.

And anyway, Kamia had to be the real target if we were to prevent them
from taking down the shields.

So that’s why I twisted sideways and aimed myself toward the ground,
landing in front of her.

As I landed, my suit took a blast of kinetic force from Neves, throwing
me backward. I didn’t know what the Guard did to prepare for battle, but
I suspected it involved punching Neves until he’d built up enough of a
charge that he had all of his powers available.

It hurt and I almost fell over, seeing him stop flinging bolts of force
in my direction and run toward me.

Neves might have been able to kill me then, but he spasmed as arcs of
electricity crossed his shoulders and upper chest.

Rachel faded into view, floating above Neves, her hand touching his
shoulder. His eyes widened as he realized the source of his pain and
possibly recognized her as being similar to the Cosmic Ghosts. He swung
at her, his fist traveling through her body at a speed that would have
hurt me, Rocket suit or not.

Then he blurred, moving away from Rachel, and aiming himself at me. From
what I’d seen of him, he was on par with the Cabal’s reserves except
more disciplined as a soldier. He would have hit me and I couldn’t guess
how much damage he might have done, but he never got the chance.

Jaclyn rushed in from the right, hitting him in the side with her
shoulder, knocking him sideways and out of my reach. From what I’d seen
of his abilities, she’d also powered him up, but I didn’t have time to
think about that. Kamia had pulled out a gun, but oddly she didn’t fire
it.

Her eyes narrowed and for a moment I felt something almost like
telepathy. My implant reported, “Communication attempt. Probably
hostile.”

I’d turned off its ability to communicate with the outside world and
wasn’t sure how it would know, but I didn’t have time to think about it
as I aimed my sonics at Kamia and all the other Guard members as they
rushed me.

The Guard members’ shields popped as my weapons found a frequency that
resonated and poured on the power.

Kamia’s didn’t go down. It probably wasn’t exactly the same technology,
but I knew it could go down. Earlier, my killbot had gone partway
through as had Cassie’s sword.

As the other Guard members’ shields fell, the colonists’ blasts seemed
to hit them in almost the same moment. Several hit the ground, but not
all of them. Their armor both absorbed and reflected the
beams.

They dropped behind soldiers with working shields even as those soldiers
stepped forward to stand in front of them.

Of course they did. For them, shields went down every day. They were
experienced veterans. They had to have a plan for that.

Part of that plan must have included targeting the attacker because they
did.

That wasn’t a shock to me, but I hadn’t been thinking about it in
exactly those words. And anyway, in that moment I wasn’t thinking about
much other than the hiss as beams hit my armor and the heat I felt
inside.

I upped the power sent to the sonics and fired, initially attacking the
shields and then changing to attacking technology as the shields went
down.

I had mixed results. In the crowd of Ascendant Guard soldiers, shields
went down wherever I aimed my sonics and the barrels of guns went dark
or sections of armor froze, causing the soldiers to fall, their legs or
sometimes all of their limbs unmoving.

The mixed part of the results came from my armor. The latest version’s
materials used some inspiration from alien tech which meant it was doing
better than any previous version at dealing with the lasers, plasma
blasts, particle accelerators, or whatever. At the same time, it wasn’t
invulnerable.

The repair systems were getting a workout and eventually they’d run out
of material to work with. I had more, but it was on the ship.

Aside from that, fighting an entire Ascendant Guard unit wasn’t the
point of flying over the wall. The point was to stop Kamia and she
wasn’t staying with everyone else.

She’d slipped past as I traded shots with the Guard. Using my helmet’s
near 360 degree view, I saw her nearing the shields and knowing that
she’d take them down once she got near enough, I leaned sideways and
shot myself at her, the rocket pack blazing.

Not wanting to throw her in the direction of the shields, I hit her in
the side, the sphere-shaped Abominator shield allowing me to send her
sideways like a billiard ball.

Except, this wasn’t a pool table. Everything outside the inside ring had
once been forest or part of the clearing. That meant we stood in an
apocalyptic landscape created after Jaclyn knocked down almost all the
trees and then Hal burned everything but Jaclyn with the ship’s main
gun.

It reminded me of nothing more than the ashes in the cave underneath the
old Hardwick mansion in Grand Lake.

Just like in the cave, the ground was covered with ashes and sometimes
shattered human bones. Unlike the cave, we stood in bright sunlight and
in addition to the ashes on the ground, there were entire tree trunks
that had burned black and were ready to fall apart at the slightest
touch.

Kamia’s sphere rolled across the hellscape, throwing ashes into the air
in a line, hitting a fallen tree and making it explode into ash
confetti.

At the same time, the constant barrage of Ascendancy soldiers firing on
the outer ring stopped wherever she rolled. I had no idea at first if it
was because they were well trained or because the Ascendancy’s
technology had a, “don’t fire on the Ascendant Guard,” feature.

The implant assured me that it was the latter as the thought passed
through my head.

I didn’t have much time to reflect on it at the time, though, because I
was following her.

The Ascendancy’s tech didn’t have a feature for keeping me safe, but I
flew close behind her, trying to get close enough to knock her away from
the shield ring.

It wasn’t as easy as it sounds for two reasons. First, because the
ground wasn’t in the slightest bit flat, causing the sphere to roll in
unpredictable directions or shoot up into the air at any moment.

Second, because Kamia was far from a passive, predictable
target.

Once she’d blasted through the fallen tree, she shrunk her shield into a
form-fitting shape. Showing no sign of dizziness from rolling across
several hundred feet of ash covered ground, she landed on her feet,
pulling a gun that could have been a close relative of Cassie’s,
sparkles glowing around its barrel.

Thanks to my helmet’s view of the surrounding landscape, I could note
one other detail. The entire force that been following Kamia with the
intention of rushing through any section of shield she destroyed? Well,
they were still following her—which meant that the entire army thundered
after me and now that she’d stopped, they were gaining.

As I neared her, she fired.

I’d never been hit by Cassie’s gun at full blast. In training, we’d
sparred a few times with it, but never at full power.

It would be nice to say that I don’t have anything to compare the pain
to, but that would be wrong. Fire from a dragon hit my arm a year
earlier, cooking it all the way through. That had been intensely painful
in the first instants and completely painless after that when my arm
became little more than cooked meat.

This felt much like that. The heat hit, surrounding my entire chest,
combining with the pain to make it hard to breathe, much less scream. It
had one crucial difference from my experience with the dragon though. It
didn’t cook me. As the heat hit me, the suit’s air conditioning turned
on, flooding the inside of the suit with cold.

Better, even though there were error messages, there weren’t many. The
suit hadn’t melted. If it worked as designed, it hadn’t absorbed much of
the heat.

The error messages stated that the suit was repairing damage, but didn’t
indicate any special danger—which meant all that I’d done to improve the
suit’s resistance to heat had worked. I still didn’t know if I’d survive
a dragon so old it was practically a god, but surviving an Abominator
gun was good enough for the moment.

This time around I couldn’t assume that Lee would be there to pull my
butt out of the more than metaphorical fire.

Not waiting for her to fire a second shot, I jumped 30 feet sideways. My
helmet’s near 360 degree vision and the Xiniti implant’s passive
recording and recall left me with a good sense of Kamia’s expression as
I leaped sideways. Her eyes widened and she leaned forward, mouth in a
straight line.

I opened up on her with the sonics. They seemed to be working on
everyone else’s shield. Why shouldn’t they work on hers?

Her shield flickered. For a moment, it definitely went down, but the
shield generator restored it within seconds.

She aimed the gun at me again, firing—except this time I moved again,
jumping forward as colonists behind the shield ring fired on her and all
of the Ascendancy soldiers behind us.

The Ascendancy soldiers, in turn, were firing at the shield ring, but
also sometimes at me.

Hearing and feeling a boom that shook the ground, I spared a moment’s
thought to wonder where Jaclyn and Neves were fighting, but I didn’t
have time for more than that. Whatever else might be true, I was the
only thing between Kamia and taking down the shield for the moment.

Ignoring the possibility that it was already too late, I activated the
rockets and hurtled toward her again, aiming for her shield and taking
hits from Ascendancy forces as I flew.

She’d changed her shield to be form-fitting rather than round earlier
and so this time when I hit, she fell over, her shield making her too
slippery to grapple.

I slid across her onto the ground, pulling myself up at about the same
time she did. She began to move her gun in my direction and as I jumped
to the side of her, she dropped her arm and ran toward the shield ring.
She didn’t just run, but she jumped, landing within 20 feet of the wall.

At about the same time, the Ascendant Guard caught up with us and a big
Guard member hit me in the lower side with his shoulder in a move that
wouldn’t have been out of place on a football field.

I came around with a palm hand strike to his nearest shoulder, knocking
him sideways, flipping him over. In that moment, I decided that risking
being shot might be better than getting tackled by hundreds of soldiers.

I gave the rockets fuel and shot upward, looking for Kamia and seeing
her running toward the shields. Even as I began to turn toward her, one
of the Guard jumped up, grabbing my legs.

I wasn’t sure what he thought he’d do, but he wasn’t the only one taking
advantage of the moment. The flying Guard members started throwing
energy blasts in my direction despite the Guard member hanging on me.

Not wanting to give the guy on my legs time to start ripping my armor
off or to make it easy for the flyers to get me, I did what I planned to
do anyway, aiming myself toward the shield ring and Kamia. With any
luck, I still might have time to distract her.

The guy on my legs didn’t improve the Rocket suit’s mobility, but on the
other hand, he also didn’t have time to attack me since he was too busy
trying to hang on.

With blasts of red energy passing me in the air, I caught up to Kamia as
she neared the shield. My hit caught her in the shoulder, knocking her
over, but even as I did it, I could see the blue of the shield fade.

A section of the outer shield went down and the Ascendant Guard,
followed by Ascendancy soldiers rushed toward it.

They came through in a giant wave. The colonists ran or fell, burned by
the Ascendancy’s energy weapons or ripped to pieces by the claws of
their soldiers.

It wasn’t as if the colonists left them unopposed, but the sheer numbers
of the attackers verses the numbers of the defenders meant that for
every beam aimed at the Ascendancy soldiers, the soldiers aimed three or
four back.

The colonists weren’t stupid. They retreated to the inner ring as their
people fired out at the soldiers.

Anyway, that’s what was happening around me as I stood next to Kamia,
having knocked her to the ground. What was happening near me was a
little different. The soldiers ran past with barely a look at the two of
us. On the one hand, that surprised me, but on the other, I supposed it
was possible that they’d been told that Kamia could take care of
herself.

Worse, it also struck me as possible that they’d been ordered to leave
the Xiniti and us to Kamia and Neves. Whatever the reason, I realized
that unless I stopped her now, she’d take down the inner ring too.

She rolled sideways in a move that ended with her standing on her feet.
She smiled, her face all sharp features, thin like the rest of her body.

“You should give up,” she pointed her gun at me. “There’s no hope now.
They don’t need me to get the inner shields down.”

Keeping my eyes on her, I said, “Really?”

“They’ve got shieldbreakers. I get the shields down faster and easier,
but they’ll do it without me eventually. I’m not here to handle the
shields. I’m here to handle you—Xiniti born and Xiniti adopted.”

It struck me that if we were talking, she wasn’t fighting, and that I
should encourage her to keep that up. I might learn something worth
knowing in the process.

“Surely we’re not that big a deal,” I began.

Keeping her gun pointed at me, she said, “You’re enigmas, all of you.
When the Xiniti bring in outsiders, they have standards and all of you
appear to be keeping up the quality as well as the mystery. Where are
you from?”

“Can’t you tell from my accent?” I felt confident she couldn’t.

At that, amid the hiss of energy weapons and screams, she laughed. “It’s
such a nice accent. It’s average in every way—the way we all imagine
humans speak the Masters’ tongue but no one does. You speak like Xiniti
who are completely dependent on their implants to understand the most
common human tongue and yet you’re human.

“Not only that, but you’re using technology that’s out of date,
strangely sophisticated, and capable of matching or even besting our
own. Not only that, but all of you appear to be powered, but none of you
appear to be the product of the Masters’ designs.

“One of you even appears to have a Citizen’s Mark. We in the Guard have
been talking and the only thing we can think is that you’re the product
of some backwater world where a Master was able to do whatever they
wanted, unsupervised by their clade. Perhaps you put together your tech
with the remains of the Masters’ technology and your own designed
brilliance.

“We could use you. I can understand how the Xiniti might impress you if
they’re the first advanced society that you’ve encountered, but you have
to understand that they’re not human. They don’t truly have your needs
in mind. The Human Ascendancy is all about uniting humanity into one
unstoppable force like it was in the days of the Masters.

“Now, with the Masters gone, we’re forging our own path and we want all
of humanity to benefit. If you were to persuade your people to join us,
we could find a place for you near the top of the Ascendancy, possibly
even in the Guard if you want that. The Xiniti pick capable people and
we respect that, but unlike them, in the end, we’re your people.”

She watched me, waiting for a response, a sign that I was interested. I
glanced away from her toward the battle. I didn’t know how long I wanted
to pretend to care, but if keeping her out of the battle wasn’t helping
I needed to do something else.

The last thing I wanted was to lose the battle because I was worth more
to the defense than Kamia was to the offense.

They were holding their own. I didn’t know how long they’d be able to do
it, but energy lanced out again and again from behind the shields,
burning soldiers to death.

Though the Ascendancy had taken down a section of the outer ring on the
other side, they weren’t yet able to overwhelm the inner ring. The
colonists’ attacks were keeping them back and the sections of the outer
ring that were still standing stopped them from spreading out as much as
they ought to.

Plus, there was one side effect of keeping Kamia busy that I hadn’t
thought through. Cassie could use her gun. Every time she blasted away,
she turned groups of Ascendancy soldiers to ash.

Kamia’s eyes widened as Cassie burned a line of ten soldiers to death.

Cassie wasn’t going to turn the tide of battle all by herself, but you
never knew for sure. I remembered having to pick up Cassie from the top
of a office building in Washington D.C. during an invasion by humanoid
fish creatures. We’d arrived to find that fishman corpses covered the
roof. It wasn’t all her work, but the majority of it was. I don’t know
how many she killed that day, but it was definitely in the hundreds.

Kamia didn’t know that story, but it didn’t take much to guess that
Cassie could cause problems. The Ascendancy troops were already avoiding
that section of wall—or even anywhere near it.

The burned bodies lying on top of the ash Hal created acted as a warning
sign. If that weren’t enough, one of the Ascendancy soldiers must have
caught a particularly powerful blast. The beam had turned everything
above his knees to ash which fell apart, leaving only the soldier’s
boots and the still smoking remains of his legs.

Gruesome? Yes, but it was also a convincing argument for staying out of
Cassie’s range.

Cassie wasn’t someone who let you get out of her range though. When they
started avoiding her section of shield, she ran to wherever the
Ascendancy appeared to be strongest and swapped herself in for whoever
happened to be there.

If that weren’t enough, Rachel was also out there using an axe I’d made
for her. It looked like a purse, but transformed into a playable
electric guitar—which transformed a little bit more to turn into a
double bladed axe with an edge like Cassie’s sword.

Guitars are sometimes called axes, so it had seemed funny at the time I
designed it.

Not that I saw all that at the time, but that’s what was going on in the
background. It’s demoralizing when an axe appears out of nowhere and
decapitates the guy next to you.

So, despite the fact that the Ascendancy had broken through the ring and
outnumbered the defenders several times to one, they hadn’t broken
through the inner ring.

From the distance came the sound of shattering wood and then a deeper
rumble. I couldn’t be sure, but I suspected that might be Jaclyn and
Neves fighting.

As I felt the rumble in my feet, Kamia turned her head toward the fight
around the inner ring and then back at me, firing her gun.

If she’d ever wanted me to convince our group to change sides, she’d
given up on it, possibly because I’d never given her a reply. That was
okay though because I’d been watching her and that meant I didn’t get
hit in the middle of my chest or my head.

Her shot hit my right side and I felt the heat. A few error messages
appeared, but less than the last time.

She ran through the open section toward burning chaos of the main
battle, joining the soldiers that were still running through. In the
moment I fully intended to go after her, but she must have been
communicating with the other Ascendant Guards the entire time. As she
ran, plasma bolts hit my side and back.

I’d upgraded the heat protection on my back as well—which was good
because that level of heat might have started the fuel in my rocketpack
burning in past suits.

That didn’t mean that I didn’t see error messages appear in my HUD, but
they weren’t as bad as they could have been. I took in the situation in
an instant, realizing that I had two attackers—both of them the flying
Ascendant Guard members I’d seen earlier.

Neither of them wore force shields which made sense. That could
interfere with flinging plasma bolts at people. Plus, both of them were
covered in flame and I could easily imagine a shield causing problems
with that.

Again, not that I spared much thought on it. In the moment, I knew it
without thinking about it. My next actions had about the same level of
thought.

I shot into the air and a twisted around, firing the sonics at the one
that was coming straight at me with a dull, roaring noise. The man went
out of control, putting his hands to his ears and careening off to the
right, hitting one of the outer shields with a burst of blue light and
falling to the ground.

He didn’t get up.

The other one hit me in the air, wrapping his arms around me and
preparing, I suddenly knew thanks to my implant that he was about to
send out more energy in a burst than he’d normally use in hours.

I threw his arms off me by pulling my arms away from my sides, but I
knew that wouldn’t be enough to avoid the blast.

So I shot him with the laser under my arm. His eyes widened and his
mouth made a noise halfway between a gasp and a scream. Then he dropped
to the ground, fire exploding all around him.

Trying to get the image of his face out of my head, I tried to find
Kamia in the crowd below.

I wouldn’t have been able to find her without the implant. There were
too many people moving too quickly for me to pick out details. Beyond
that, the frequent blasts of energy didn’t help, forcing my helmet to
darken to protect my eyes.

The implant buffered the last few minutes of whatever I’d seen or heard
and could sort through it with a computer’s attention to detail. So when
I started to look for her, the implant tracked her through the last few
seconds and made her blink in real time.

I wondered how many things I could have used that for since we’d gotten
here.

Even with the implant, it still wasn’t easy to pick her out of the crowd
when needed. She ran with other members of the Ascendant Guard, shielded
by even more Ascendancy soldiers.

I needed to get over there and take her out before she took down the
inner ring’s shields except there was a problem. Like us, they had
implants, and unlike us, they weren’t afraid that Kamia would target
them if they stayed connected.

The upshot of that meant that if they saw me flying that way, almost
everyone in the Ascendancy forces could shoot at me. That meant that
even if I were willing to die to take out Kamia, I might not make it
over there.

For the record, that kind of noble suicide was far from my first choice.

The problem was that I didn’t see another obvious option so I decided to
do my best to avoid becoming an inspirational story.

I shot upward and then down like a ballistic missile, going on the
theory that most people don’t look up and
that even if they did, they wouldn’t be shooting at me much on the way
up and I’d be moving too quickly for them to get off a good shot on the
way down. Also, I was assuming that even if my theory was wrong, I’d
still take less damage than if I flew over the top of the group.

It didn’t turn out to be that simple.

By the time I flew over the top of the remaining shields in the outer
ring and dove toward Kamia she’d already moved closer to the wall.
Worse, I realized that Cassie wasn’t firing at her with the gun—which
she should have been because Cassie knew how much of a danger Kamia was.

Instead, Cassie frowned and put the gun into its holster, pulled out her
sword, and ran in our direction. At the same time, I realized that Kamia
had smiled. It didn’t take much to figure out why.

At the same time, the notion that they wouldn’t fire at me much on the
way down? That turned out to be wrong. Despite all the different noises,
at least one of them must have picked out the whine of the Rockets amid
the white noise of energy blasts.

Then they’d passed on my position to all their best friends and everyone
who could took a shot at me. Fortunately, while I might have been wrong
about how easy it would be for them to hear me coming, I’d planned
ahead.

As I flipped over, I’d fired off as many of my regular bots as I could.
They might not be able to penetrate the average Ascendancy soldier’s
armor, but that wasn’t their job here. I set them to target the front of
soldiers’ helmets and explode.

Once they hit, I turned on the sonics, setting them to alternate between
high pitched frequencies that would hurt or maybe deafen the soldiers
and frequencies that I’d found worked against their shields.

While it didn’t destroy them in an instant, it worked okay. Small
explosions in the soldiers’ faces left them stepping back into other
soldiers while the Guard members with working shields didn’t do any
better. They had to wipe bot bits and soot off their shields.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t a target though. Ascendancy soldiers that
weren’t right below me started firing from the moment I started
downward. I didn’t get hit more than three, maybe four times before I
twisted and aimed for Kamia.

The bad news was that it wasn’t exactly a surprise to her that I was
coming. She didn’t have much warning, but she had enough to turn and
bring up her gun. At the same time, her expression—a dropped jaw and
wide eyes—didn’t show confidence.

This time her gun’s opening shot grazed the side of my suit without
penetrating and I aimed both arms sonics at her shields, giving the
strongest blast I could without risking damage to the sonics themselves.

Her shield went down in a flash of blue-white light.

Kamia’s shield’s collapse surprised me almost as much as it did her, but
I knew that it might be coming and more to the point, I was flying
straight at her.

Of course, the fact that she didn’t expect her shield to go down, didn’t
mean she wouldn’t try to dodge. When you considered that she’d been
fighting Xiniti and winning, she had to be more than who owned
Abominator weapons.

Even as I closed with her and despite the Rocket’s suit’s speed, she
moved. She didn’t move enough to avoid being hit, but she did move
enough to avoid taking both my fists to the middle of the chest.

I hit her in the left shoulder.

Her body armor didn’t protect her enough. Dull red, accented with black
at the edges, it cracked as I hit her and to my ears so did she.

Technically, I heard it through my helmet’s internal speakers, but it
was a moot point because I wasn’t wrong about that. I’d hit hard enough
that a chunk of her armor had shattered and fallen off. I could see
jagged white bone poking out through her skin underneath.

I didn’t absorb that all when I hit her shoulder,  and knocked her
sideways, twisting left to avoid the blue of the inner ring of shields.
Then I dropped to the ground, running at
her even as I wondered if she’d still be standing after that hit.

I’d broken her collarbone. Lee had made me break different bones in
practice enough times that I knew what it looked like.

She should have issues with using the arm at the very least. She
probably wouldn’t be able to use it at all. If I broke the other
collarbone as well, or maybe a leg, she might have to surrender.

At least that’s what I told myself. In reality, it couldn’t be that
simple. Her shield flickered back on and as it did, Kamia pushed the
piece of collarbone back inside her skin with her other hand, grimacing
as she pushed the broken halves back together.

I’d seen that before too—mostly when I fought Lee or even sometimes
Cassie in practice. Kamia could regenerate.

Worse than that, while I’d shot all the nearest Ascendancy soldiers in
their helmets, distracting them, distractions like that don’t last very
long. They last for seconds and we were past that point.

Two Ascendancy soldiers, Ascendant Guard members judging from the
shields glowing close to their bodies, swung around to run at me. Both
of them were nine feet tall if my HUD was to be believed. That meant
bigger than Travis, my previous standard for large, intimidating humans
with claws.

Wearing the Rocket suit put me on the level with people larger than I
normally was, but not this large.

They stood in between me and Kamia, blocking her from my view. It would
have been nice if they were the only ones who’d had that idea, but far
from it, all the nearby Ascendancy soldiers were heading my way.

In that moment, the smart choice might have been to activate the rockets
and do some “strategic repositioning,”—otherwise known as retreating.

As good an idea as that might have been, it didn’t occur to me. I knew
Kamia stood behind the two giants ahead of me and I knew I had to stop
her from getting near the inner shield ring.

So I didn’t fly over them, I aimed the laser under my arm at one of them
and put it on full power while bathing the guy in sonics meant to attack
his shield.

This wasn’t an Abominator shield. It fell under the combined assault and
the beam pierced the Guardsman’s armor and chest. From the soldier’s
wide-eyed expression, that wasn’t what he’d expected to happen.

He fell over and I turned my attention to the other Guardsman. At any
rate, I tried to do that. No matter how much downing the first Guard
member might have surprised the other, he hadn’t stuck around to think
about it.

He’d started moving almost from the moment I fired, running towards me
with his claws out, throwing clouds of ash into the air with his every
step.

In one of those sequences you hear about or sometimes see on TV,
everything around me slowed down and I realized that he moved faster
than I could react. There was no way I’d be able to dodge his claws. His
claws glinted with the same gray color I knew from Haley’s claws. I
didn’t know how strong this member of the Ascendant Guard was, but
knowing that he was larger than Travis, he might be stronger.

I couldn’t assume that his claws wouldn’t pierce my armor. Travis’ could
under the right circumstances.

I leaned leftward, hoping I could catch him with the sonics or the laser
beam before his right claw met my chest.

It didn’t work, but not because he hit me. It didn’t work because I was
no longer alone. Twin beams of burning light hit the Guardsman’s shield
and it fell. Katuk’s beams cut into the Guardsman’s legs and the body
toppled.

Katuk stood next to me as Kamia pointed her gun at us.

Not one for long flowery speeches, Katuk met her eyes and said, “One of
us will get you.”

Admiral Makri Tzin, Human Ascendancy Flagship, Hideaway System

Admiral Makri cringed as the flagship’s alarms began to ring again,
watching his screen as more ships came out of jump.

There shouldn’t be that many ships ready to jump into this system, he
told himself.

Despite the inertial dampers, he still felt it as the flagship
accelerated and turned along with the rest of the fleet, changing
formation to protect the Xiniti fleet’s most likely
targets.

The Ascendancy reinforcements and the Alliance fleet that had followed
them had changed everything and nothing. It had looked good in the first
few seconds when he’d seen Ascendancy carriers and battleships
materialize. When the Alliance battleships followed them through, all of
them Hrrnna designed and manufactured, he’d known it was about to become
more complicated.

It had. It turned out that the Ascendancy fleet hadn’t been one fleet
but two—the Third and Fourth Edge Fleets, both of them recalled from
patrolling the edges of the Human Quarantine to fight here.

As for the Alliance fleet, it had similar numbers to the Ascendancy
fleet, but he could only make guesses as to the organization. The
Ascendancy often fought Alliance forces, but that was mostly Xiniti or
the Alliance Quarantine fleet which was designed to face Ascendancy
forces. He knew those ship designs.

This fleet had no consistency. It had all of the standard, rectangular
Hrrnna designed Alliance ships, but also ships shaped like spheres,
saucers, wedges, and ramshackle designs that could never survive any
atmosphere.

What he’d wanted to believe is that the Alliance was low on ships and
thrown together their emergency reserves to fight here. It took only
seconds of fighting for him to abandon that theory. The ships fought
well, coordinated with each other as if they’d trained for years, and
kept in formation.

Seeing that, he knew what they were. Everyone knew that the Xiniti
patrolled the Human Quarantine, keeping the Ascendancy from expanding
beyond the borders the Alliance had set after defeating the Abominators.
He’d always assumed that the Alliance was weak, letting the Xiniti
handle their problems, but this put a lie to that statement.

If he’d been in the Alliance’s position and if the Alliance weren’t
weak, he’d have set up a force ready to take up the slack in case of
emergency. Say, in case the Ascendancy united the human states within
the Quarantine and decided to expand.

That’s what the Alliance fleet was—a multi-species force designed to
work with the Xiniti. Admiral Makri doubted this was anything more than
a small part of it. If he survived, he’d have to make that clear to the
Ascendancy leadership. They had plans for what to do when they united
humanity, but if they weren’t planning for this. They needed to.

Between the Alliance fleet and the new Ascendancy fleets, he wasn’t in a
much better position than before they’d come out of jump. Certainly,
there was more potential for cooperation than before, but the reality of
the situation was that they’d left him to fight the Xiniti in almost the
same situation as he’d been before they came through.

In many ways, it was now harder because a skirmish from their battle
could interfere with his.

Instead of the game changer he’d been hoping for when they’d come
through, he was back in the same place, slowly losing ships to the
Xiniti.

He needed to do something. He checked the screens to find out what had
just come through—more Xiniti. The ships peeled off to assist the
Alliance. He’d have felt relief at that except that it meant that the
Xiniti ships facing his fleet needed no assistance.

He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but he had a mission.

Using his implant, he queried the most recent reports from the surface.
Kamia had organized an attack on Jadzen’s position. They’d taken the
outer ring and were hoping to destroy the inner ring soon.

It wasn’t going as quickly as they’d hoped. The colonists and their
Xiniti helpers were resisting. No one knew how long they’d be able to
keep it up. He needed to be ready in case it failed.

He connected to his implant, telling the battle computer to start
simulating the reactions to different versions of his orders. “The core
of it all is this. We need to hold the
space around the planet. We can’t let the colony survive if they defeat
our ground forces. I need to know the different problems we might face
if we try to burn the planet black when our forces down there lose.”
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Kamia’s mouth tightened and Katuk’s left leg kicked out. He fell over
sideways into the ash. Glancing at me with a frown, she pointed her gun
toward Katuk, intending, I assumed, to finish him off.

I aimed myself at her and activated the rockets (which had never gone
inactive), making it the second time I’d tried that on her, but also the
second time it worked.

It didn’t work as well as the first time, but I did hit her and she
didn’t finish Katuk off. Her shield surrounded her, allowing me to knock
her over, but not to do any real damage. Unlike earlier, her shield
wasn’t sphere shaped, so she didn’t roll backward—not on the shield
anyway.

She flipped over, coming down on her feet as I flew over her. I tapped
the button on my palm that brought me upright and the suit’s internal
systems flipped me over, leaving me floating above the ground, pointing
in Kamia’s direction.

She turned her head, keeping both Katuk and me in view. He’d stood up
again and his leg had stopped wobbling, bits of ash sticking to his
silver armor. For a moment, I couldn’t tell whether Kamia viewed Katuk
or me as the bigger threat.

But then the moment ended. Kamia pointed her gun at Katuk. It made
sense. Even though I floated behind her, Katuk stood between her and the
inner ring of shields.

Ignoring whatever pain she must have felt in her collarbone, she ran
toward him as his body wobbled again. He fell to the ground, getting off
a shot that shattered against her shield.

It wasn’t as if just stood there doing nothing, though. I dropped to the
ground, firing off a laser beam at almost the same time I activated
sonics on the other arm.

In the chaos of the moment, I didn’t get the sequence quite right. To
get the most out of the laser, I should have fired it only after I knew
her shield had gone down, but I knew I couldn’t wait that long.

She’d be at Katuk before I shot her at all if I waited. I fired both
devices, hoping the laser might interact with the sonics and the shield,
taking the shield down or at least distracting her.

I aimed the laser at her head to make it more distracting.

It didn’t matter, but not because Kamia wasn’t distracted. The shield
did react to the sonics. For lack of a better word, it vibrated. My
implant provided hundreds of new concepts and terminology related to
force field design and implementation along with relevant equations.

Technically, “vibrated” didn’t cut it as an accurate description, but
outside of specialized technical discussions, it worked.

Her Abominator shield reflected my laser in all directions, but mostly
upward, making the day even brighter and throwing lines of light into
the colony’s shield. They crackled as they hit.

For all that, she still didn’t have time to shoot Katuk as he lay on the
ground, struggling to bring his own weapons to bear. It wasn’t because
the sonics took down the shield, allowing the laser beam through. It
wasn’t because I gave up and punched the shield. I didn’t have time to
try that.

It was because Cassie appeared out of nowhere, ducked under the laser
light reflecting off Kamia’s head and cut through the shield, sticking
her sword through Kamia’s armor and into Kamia’s chest.

When Cassie pulled out the sword, Kamia fell, losing more blood than I’d
thought a body could contain. It pooled on the ground next to her body.

I remembered seeing Cassie leave the inner ring when we got close to the
shields but I’d lost track of her.

Katuk pulled himself up, pointing his arms outward, ignoring Cassie and
me. We didn’t feel bad about it at all. The problem with killing the
leader of this group of the Ascendant Guard was that when she died
someone else received a field promotion and whoever that person was,
they didn’t like us.

The Ascendant Guard and all the nearest Ascendancy soldiers charged us,
firing their weapons. Katuk fired back and so did I, but Kamia’s death
had one more side effect. We didn’t have to feel afraid of using alien
tech anymore.

Cassie pulled out her gun and pointed it in the direction of the
charging soldiers. The bright beam burned anything that stood in front
of her. In moments like that, you almost wish that your helmet didn’t
dim the light enough to allow you to see all of it.

I’m not going to go into detail, but the Guard’s shields did not hold.
Bodies turned to ash before my eyes. People screamed. The charge stopped
in its tracks, allowing us to aim for an opening in the shield.

We turned and ran for it, allowing us all to be looking in the right
direction when a group of Ascendancy soldiers hit one of the shields on
the far side with a shield ram.

It does exactly what you’d expect. The shield went down on the far side
and then, one by one, all the other shields winked out.

What do you do when the moment you’ve been trying to avoid happens? This
was literally all that we’d been trying to prevent from day one. Jadzen
Akri would either surrender to the Ascendancy or die and there were so
many soldiers that we probably wouldn’t be able to stop them.

It’s nice to imagine that you’d be able to pull a brilliant plan out of
your butt in this situation, but when there’s nothing between you and
hundreds, possibly thousands of enemy soldiers, you know better.

The reason you know better is that nothing is coming to mind at all.

At least that’s how I felt then.

You could argue that it could be worse. The Ascendancy troops on our
side weren’t in any hurry to charge us after Cassie took her shot. The
Abominator gun had burned through at least fifty of them in the short
time Cassie had used it.

All that meant was that they’d target Cassie once they got over their
shock.

I wasn’t at all sure what I’d do after I got over mine, but it turned
out that I didn’t need to.

Jadzen Akri stood at the top of the shelter and said, “I surrender. If
you’re willing to take me and only me, we’ll stop fighting.”

My suit buzzed, meaning that it was filtering out the command that went
along with those words.

“You have to promise not to hurt anyone from the colony as I surrender
or after as well as to leave the colony alone. You know that it’s only a
matter of time before the Alliance brings enough ships to defeat you.
They’re not going to allow the Ascendancy to take a piece of their
territory.”

My implant assured me that she was correct about that. Losing territory
to the Ascendancy would be a major black eye to whatever party was in
power in the Alliance legislature now.

With Kamia dead, there wasn’t any reason to fear an attack on my
implant. I turned on its network access, finding that I wasn’t the only
one who had. I had messages waiting from the Xiniti on the planet. I
resolved to listen to them when I had a spare second.

I didn’t at the moment.

In whatever part of my brain organized moments of worry, it struck me
that Kamia might regenerate and so I glanced over at her body. I didn’t
see a person. Only ash and her blackened, burnt and warped armor
remained—that and her Abominator guns. They were glossy and undamaged.

In the ash that must once have been her head, I saw a glint of
metal—probably an implant.

I turned my attention back to Jadzen, noting that in her hand she held
the disc I’d given her, the one that called in my favor from the Waroo.
It had changed color to a dull, flat black. From my implant, I knew that
it had now been used. The device contained an ansible, allowing her to
reach them anywhere they happened to be.

I wondered what she’d asked of them and if they were close enough to do
any good.

From the other side of the shelter, a voice said, “I accept your offer.
I’m Weffrik Aut of the Ascendant Guard, the current commanding officer
of the Guard here and the acting commander of the Ascendancy’s ground
forces.

“If you mean to surrender, leave your people and walk toward me.”

Jadzen climbed down from the top of the shelter, stopping to talk to
Kals, Iolan, and a couple others.

Kals stood in front of her, saying something I probably could have
listened to if I’d thought to zoom in on the sound at the time. It
didn’t take sound to guess what she was saying. I got it all from the
wideness of her eyes, the movement of her hands as she spoke, and the
tension in her shoulders.

Her mother reached out and pulled her into a hug. It wasn’t long, but it
was long enough. She said something to Kals as she pulled away.

Then Jadzen stepped around her and began walking toward the Ascendancy
troops. The colonists stepped out of her way, many of them saying a few
words, bow, or touch her armored shoulder as she passed.

They knew she was doing it for them, but I doubted they’d seen the disc.

Cassie turned to me and I heard her voice in my head. “We should do
something. I wish I knew what—”

BURN THEM? An echo of the gun’s voice traveled over the link.

Cassie rolled her eyes. “I wish it were that simple, but after all she
said about not doing what she’s doing right now, she’s got to have an
angle. I don’t know what it is. Do you?”

“She called in my favor from the Waroo, but I’ve no clue what she asked
them to do.”

Cassie turned to watch Jadzen walk toward the Ascendancy troops. Her
lips twisted. “It had better be brilliant because there’s not much she
can do if she’s just going to walk over there. I’m sure they’d be able
to detect if she’s a suicide bomber or if she’s carrying a gun to shoot
them or something.”

I thought about it for a second. “She’s a motivator. Maybe she’s hoping
to use that? The impression that I got from Kals was that Jadzen was
among their best before she decided to turn against the Ascendancy. I
mean, Kals was in the same program or something and she could get past
my anti-voice defense. We probably avoided getting taken over a few
different times because she told me how she did it and I changed my
system.”

Cassie cocked her head and then said, “I hope it’s something like that.
I was figuring suicide bomb or that maybe she’d get close to the
leadership and have the Waroo hit her position, killing herself and
taking them out. That’s what I’d do, but I’d survive it. She won’t.”

Thinking about it, it made sense. She wouldn’t want to be reprogrammed
into working against everything she cared about. Having the Waroo kill
her and as much of the Ascendancy leadership as possible would give us a
chance of fighting our way free and ending their reason for searching
for her. They might still go after the Council or Kals, but neither had
the political weight Jadzen had.

The more I thought about it, the more sense it made and that led to
another thought, “What was I going to do about it?”

I passed those thoughts over to Cassie and then the whole conversation
we’d had plus my thoughts over to Marcus and Katuk once I noticed that
their implants had come online as well.

“That sounds right. Captain Tolker’s keeping everyone close. He’s not
making it too obvious, but he’s got techs next to the shield generators.
I think he’s hoping to get them back up again.”

I got a flash of Marcus’ perspective. He looked at Tikki who’d stepped
over to one of the shield generators.

She frowned. “They can’t be fixed. Shield rams cause a surge in the
shield matrix that burns out the generator and jumps to the next shield.
I might be able to fix in an hour if I had the right parts and the pair
wasn’t too bad.”

Kee was barely even trying anymore. Tikki had never claimed to know very
much about shields and now she was diagnosing them. I wished she’d told
Marcus back in the caves. I didn’t feel like pretending either. On the
other hand, thanks to my implant, I knew the basics of shield technology
if I thought about it and Tikki might not have an implant, but she had
equivalent tech.

Maybe she was doing a perfect job and I was the problem.

Katuk stood next to Cassie and I. Over the implants, he said, “She must
have some way to contact the Xiniti. If you check your implants’
tactical display you’ll find that our people are massing in spots around
the edges of the Ascendancy’s forces. It looks as though we intend to
attack certain units from both sides and then attack the main Ascendancy
group from behind.”

Marcus broke in before I could reply. “Captain Tolker wants the three of
you to come closer to the shelter—inside the inner ring if you can. He
says to do it quickly, but be casual about it.”

Cassie laughed. “Right. We’ll do a casual retreat.”

“That’s what he’s suggesting.” Marcus shrugged.

Katuk, Cassie and I looked at each other. We weren’t far from the inner
ring. If all Captain Tolker wanted was for us to be inside, it wouldn’t
take much.

We moved, ash crunching under our feet as we made for the nearest open
area between shield generators. We weren’t alone there at all.
Ascendancy troops stood only ten feet away from us. They watched as we
walked away, crossing over the line where the black and white ash ended
and the normal dirt, grass, and leaf covered floor began.

They didn’t move to stop us, saying nothing either.

I didn’t feel safer as we crossed over, but I suspected that we must be
or Tolker wouldn’t have made the request.

I checked Jadzen’s position. She’d passed beyond the inner shield ring
and was walking toward a cluster of Ascendancy troops. Weffrik Aut, a
seven foot tall Ascendancy soldier stood in front of the cluster. His
hands held a rifle.

When she reached him, they stopped and began talking. I couldn’t hear
them from this distance, but I could see their faces. Hers struck me as
superficially friendly. She kept a controlled smile on it as she talked.
Weffrik Aut’s face showed a wide smile as she walked up to him, but one
that appeared increasingly uncertain as they talked.

By the end, he’d become expressionless. One of the nearby soldiers
started talking and she replied to his question, leaving the soldier
with his hand on his chin, staring at her.

I wondered if Jadzen might be so good that she’d be able to cut through
whatever protections they had against her voice and take over the
Ascendancy forces.

At the same time, I doubted we’d be that lucky.

I zoomed in on the conversation, deciding that I wanted to know what
Jadzen was telling Weffrik Aut to do. I supposed that I could have used
my bots to listen in. I still had a few, but using the sonic systems as
a shotgun microphone struck me as less likely for the Ascendancy’s
soldiers to notice or stop.

I fiddled with the system for a few seconds and I began to hear their
voices. The sound wasn’t perfect. It contained bits of static and
sometimes a word or two from conversations behind them would become a
little too loud, but I could hear them talk.

Jadzen leaned into Weffrik, looking up at him and speaking in a low
voice. I doubted that anyone could hear her but Weffrik and me.

“Here’s what you’ll do, you’ll take me and bring me across the clearing.
You’ll keep your troops here and you’ll tell them to keep out of either
the inner or outer ring of shields. You’ll do it now.”

“I will.” Weffrik kept calm, keeping his voice at a steady, low volume.
“May I ask why?”

She gave him a thin smile. “No. You may not.”

“Then I refuse,” He grinned and pointed a pistol at her. “Everyone knows
who you are. You were trained by our best motivators and now you’re a
traitor. The Ascendancy prepared a few of us in this crew for you. I’ve
got rules and commands for how to deal with you that have embedded so
deeply that I don’t know what they are and you’ll never root them out.

“So I ask you again, why do you want me to take you away?”

She didn’t say anything at first, but then she pulled out her own
pistol, pushing it into his armored chest and firing on him at point
blank range.

Iolan had told us that motivators had similar physical abilities to
Cassie and I’d seen Kals use them, but I’d never Jadzen do so.

Light poured into Weffrik’s chest, but he didn’t die without striking
back. His own pistol fired a beam of light that slid across the gray
armor she wore, scoring it, but not staying in place long enough to
penetrate until it reached her arm.

It burned through the armor and into her left bicep. Her eyes widened
and she gasped. At almost the same time, Weffrik fell to the ground, all
of his rules and commands for handling her dying with him.

I barely had time to wonder what the rest of the crew would do now when
she pointed her gun into the sky, firing a ruby red beam that was
visible even in the daylight. It made me think of a flare gun—which it
basically was.

Then as the nearest Ascendancy troops began to aim their weapons at her,
she fired back, moving fast enough that they didn’t seem to be able to
hit her.

Being in the middle of them must have helped. It was the same problem a
circular firing squad would have—every miss would hit someone on your
own side.

Whatever training she’d had must have been amazing, but there was no way
she’d be able to kill enough of them to make it back to us. She probably
wasn’t even trying. The whole exercise struck me as the military version
of suicide by cop.

I activated the rockets and broadcast, “I’m going after her,” to
everyone via my implant.

Katuk sent back, “I’m with you,” as I shot across the battlefield in a
blur of motion. Katuk kept up with me, dodging and weaving his way
through our people and then the Ascendancy soldiers. Where blindingly
fast movement wouldn’t get him through, he fired off the Xiniti guns on
his arms, burning through Ascendancy soldiers and setting them on fire.

Jadzen was lucky that we were close. She’d already taken one hit to her
leg by the time I’d reached her and another to her gut. Still, she was
standing as I landed next to her, blasting everyone on one side of her
with the sonics, alternating between sound and tech destroying
frequencies.

Katuk fired shot after shot into the crowd around us. I can only guess
how it seemed to the Ascendancy soldiers, but if I had to, I’d bet that
we were blurs of silver combined with the sound of high pitched pain and
an unending rain of searing light.

“Don’t take me,” she said. “I need to die here. They’ll never leave us
alone if there’s still a chance of capturing me.”

She grunted but didn’t resist as I grabbed her and turned to figure out
my best route if I wanted to prevent her from getting shot again.

“You shouldn’t die too,” she said.

“I’m pretty sure I don’t want to explain to Kals why I flew all the way
out here and then left you,” I said, deciding on a flight plan and
sending it to Katuk.

The rockets pushed us into the air before I could ask why I’d die, but I
didn’t need to. That became obvious as we rose above the mass of
Ascendency soldiers. It wasn’t just the obvious risk of flying above a
bunch of people who wanted to shoot you down.

It was also the U-shaped spaceship that flickered into view above us as
if it had turned off its cloaking device. My implant identified it as a
Waroo ship commonly used by mercenary crews.

Even as I guessed what might be coming next, it began to rain fire down
on our position.

I accelerated the rockets, but not too quickly. I didn’t want to give
Jadzen whiplash. For the little good it would do, I held her below me so
that if I did get hit, she’d have something in between her and the
blast.

It was a nice thought, but if I did get hit, I felt sure the explosion
would surround me, roasting her instantly even if I somehow survived.
Plus, if I didn’t survive, she’d hit the ground while moving at nearly
one hundred miles per hour. Between my speed and her injuries, I didn’t
hold out much hope there.

It didn’t matter, though.

The Ascendancy’s soldiers were too busy firing at the Waroo ship to fire
at me—that or I didn’t notice. Either way, I flew back to the shelter
where Marcus, Tikki, and Kals were still standing with Captain Tolker
and the colonists, all of whom were pointing their weapons outward,
ready to fight.

Katuk ran below me, his hands and guns a blur of burning white
beams—which might be the other reason the Ascendancy troops weren’t
firing at me. They were too busy dying.

It felt eternal, but in reality, it took less than a few seconds for me
to get back to the shelter. I landed as carefully as I could, laying
Jadzen on the ground as Iolan ran forward to look at her wounds.

“I have some things in the shelter, but not everything I’d want to take
care of those wounds here.” Then Iolan pointed at one of the colonists,
telling him to, “Get my kit from inside.”

Her voice low, Jadzen said, “I’m not going to make it.”

Iolan shook his head. “No. You might survive. You owe it to yourself and
to the rest of us to let me try and save you.”

She smiled at him. “I knew this was a possibility. I had a good life and
if by dying, I buy us some more time, then I think that’s a good trade.”

Iolan frowned, “Jadzen, I know you believe that, but we aren’t anywhere
near as strong without you as with you. I know you’d die for us over and
over, but you shouldn’t have to.”

The colonist came back with a small black bag. Iolan took it. Nodding at
the colonist, he said, “Thank you. Jadzen, I’m going to do what I can to
save your life.”

Kals kneeled down next to her, “Mom, let him try.”

I missed whatever they said together. I could have listened in, but
giving a friend time alone with her dying mother seemed like the right
choice. I looked up, trying to get a sense of our overall situation.

The Waroo blasted away from above, but they were only one ship and the
Ascendancy turned out to have weapons made to be effective against that
size of a ship. They didn’t take it down, but beams hit it from below
and it wobbled in the air.

I didn’t know for a second whether or not it would fall, but it didn’t.
It flew upward and kept moving, diving down to fire back at the troops.
Overall, I approved. I didn’t like the idea that they’d repay me for
saving the life of one of their people by having a whole ship die.

Unfortunately, it also meant that they weren’t able to keep up a steady
stream of fire like they had been when they were closer to the ground.
Plus, it meant they were hunting down the groups with the anti-ship
weapons when they could, meaning that keeping the Ascendancy away from
the colonists wasn’t their only focus.

I called Hal, telling him that it would be great if he could get over
here and give us some assistance. It would be even better if he could do
it in a way that wouldn’t make the Waroo think he was a threat.

Then I called Rachel. She didn’t have an implant, so I used the League’s
comms. “Is there any chance that the Cosmic Ghosts could appear right
now? We could use the help.”

The sound of her sigh came over the line. “I’ve been trying to get their
attention and they are coming, but I don’t know when. They’re kind of
godlike and they don’t seem to have much of a sense of urgency.”

I looked out at the Ascendancy troops. The ones that the Waroo weren’t
firing on had backed off and appeared to be talking. “That’s not good.
My sense of urgency is getting better and better developed by the
second.”

“Tell me about it. I’ll try to bug them again.”

I’d barely heard the connection click off when Jaclyn’s voice came over
the comm. “Anybody free? I’ve figured out how to take Neves down, but
I’m going to need a distraction.”

“Is there any chance you could come here because the shields are down
and the only thing that’s keeping the Ascendancy from destroying us is
the Waroo and the fact that Jadzen killed their current leader. I can
give you everything over implant if you turn yours on. It’s safe now.”

I directed my implant to send Jaclyn a summary of everything that
happened since she left once it detected her.

Her implant came online almost instantly and she said, “On my way. When
you see me get in his way and take a shot at him with your laser. Don’t
punch him or shoot the sonics at him. Remember when we fought that guy
back on Earth? I think he was called Payback? Neves absorbs force too,
but I’ve got him. I just need a second to turn around.”

I considered asking why, but I supposed that the speeds they could move
at, a turn would be enough time for him to avoid her.

I imagined that might go both ways and said, “OK.”

Then I sent a copy of the conversation to every else so that they knew
what was going on.

Cassie replied with, “Good luck,” and we
waited.

We didn’t get to wait quietly without anything to do though. It went
more like this:

As I talked with Jaclyn, the colonists has already begun firing on the
Ascendancy troops and the Ascendancy didn’t reply by engulfing us in
waves of troops. No. The troops backed off. I could only guess that they
still hadn’t figured out which of them was now in charge and what their
mission would be.

I couldn’t blame them. If Kamia had been in charge and then the position
fell to Weffrik Aut, they might not know who was in
charge.

From the implant, I knew that the commanding officer ought to be the
person with the highest rank and earliest date of being raised to that
rank. The problem was that the members of the Ascendant Guard could take
over any force that wasn’t the Ascendant Guard.

That ought to be easy enough to figure out, but the Guard turned out to
be fairly flat in terms of ranks. The majority of Guard members had the
title of Guardsman and nothing more.

That meant that it wasn’t clear who was in charge when you had a large
number of Guardsmen around. Worse, in the Ascendancy, the question of
who became the leader of a force could ignore rank and commission date
in favor of force of the officer’s personality, political reasons, and
how much the men respected the officer.

As a result, the Xiniti targeted Ascendancy officers as often as
possible, hoping to throw their forces into chaos.

Knowing that we were benefitting from that gave me hope that I’d have
time to help Jaclyn before the Ascendancy forces figured out what to do
about the Waroo, giving us time for the Ghosts to appear, or maybe for
one of us to come up with a better plan than simply enduring.

I barely had time to think that all through before the implant notified
me that Jaclyn was near—about half of a mile behind the Ascendancy
soldiers. Stepping away from everyone, I blasted into the air, staying
low to minimize the number of people who’d easily be able to target
me.

I’d seen what they tried to hit the Waroo ship with and I didn’t want to
find out what it would do to the Rocket suit, much less my body.

I passed over the soldiers in a blur and they did take some shots at me,
but moving over them at nearly 500 miles per hour meant that they didn’t
have long to take that shot.

Having passed them, I saw Jaclyn and Neves running in the gap between
two sections of forest. He ran behind her. I couldn’t help but note that
his gun was missing. Knowing that the energy rifles they used could hurt
her, it made sense that she’d have destroyed it early on in their fight.

Another thing that I noticed was that even though they were both moving
at more than 200 miles per hour, he appeared to be more tired than she
did. I couldn’t say exactly how I knew that—whether she raised her legs
higher off the ground or held her head straighter.

Either way, I dove, firing my laser down at him. He aimed his hand at me
and a blast of white energy hit me, not doing appreciable damage.

I don’t know what kind of damage my laser did to him, if any, but my
dive left me directly in front of him.

I expected him to attack me, but he never got the chance. Jaclyn ran in,
throwing a punch that began at her waist and extended to hit him in the
face, getting an additional boost of strength from the way she pushed
off with her leg.

It wasn’t hyperbole to say that she’d thrown all her body’s strength
into that punch. I didn’t have time to think about it, but if I had, I
would have been worried because from what I knew, that should have
powered him up.

It didn’t.

Instead, something in the air in front of his body made a cracking
noise, throwing off flashes of light, and Jaclyn’s fist continued
through with a thump that threw soil in all directions.

He didn’t move after that.

I wasn’t sure whether Neves was dead, unconscious, or unconscious and
dying. Either way, there was something bugging me.

“How did you get him? I thought he absorbed punches.”

Looking down at Neves’ body, Jaclyn said, “I knew that punching him
would give him faster and harder to hurt, so I ran from him, thinking
that maybe I’d be able to wear him down and then maybe run him past a
bunch of Xiniti so they could shoot him with energy weapons. The problem
was that he realized it and used a burst of energy to catch me. I
punched him then because I had no choice. It knocked him sideways like I
intended, and powered him up like I was trying to avoid, but it broke
his… absorption field? and hurt him a little.”

She stared down at Neves’ body. “I guessed that the less energy he had
to work with, the less force he’d be able to absorb. So, I did what I
could to wear him out again, and get some help. That way, when I did
punch him again, I’d be in a position to finish it.”

Noting the burn and hole in his chest from my laser, I said, “I’d say it
worked.”

Her lip twisted. “I guess. I didn’t really want to kill him. I just
wanted all of us to survive.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, “that’s still open. We’d be best off
getting back while the Ascendancy’s still disorganized.”

We both turned to look at the small army of soldiers surrounding the
shelter.

“Assuming it still is,” Jaclyn said. “Let’s go.”

Jaclyn cleared the crowd with a short run and a long leap that took her
almost to the edge of where the internal ring of shields had been. I
flew after her, catching up while she was in the air.

We landed at about the same time. The first thing I did upon landing was
to turn around to look at the Ascendancy’s troops.

They were still there, standing in the sunlight past the inner ring.
Some watched us. Some stood, unmoving. I guessed that the unmoving ones
were involved in politicking and discussion about who was going to run
things.

I felt sure that Lee would be attacking them all right now if he felt
that he had a chance of winning—whatever he viewed his winning condition
to be. Captain Tolker wasn’t sending us out to attack. I assumed that he
didn’t think we’d win and I couldn’t say I disagreed.

Even now with the Waroo blasting at them from a distance, keeping them
from fully committing to a charge, they were still better armed and all
of their forces had powers while ours didn’t.

Despite that, I wished Lee were here. I didn’t know for sure how he’d
handle it, but if Lee were here, I’d suggest that the Ascendancy’s
soldiers should go over their wills one last time.

We’d worked out some ideas in case they attacked, but we’d be using them
for the first time together here.

Kals walked up as everyone else did. She didn’t stamp her feet as she
walked, but gait made me think that she should be stamping her feet. As
Jaclyn explained what happened to Neves, Kals stopped next to me.

“We need to do something and Captain Tolker says we need to wait. We
can’t just sit though. We need to do something.”

A shot from the Waroo ship slammed into the ground, killing at least ten
Ascendancy soldiers that were moving closer to our camp. The rest
scattered and ran back toward the main body
of their troops as Ascendancy forces fired back with their bigger guns.

That in turn brought a response from the ship. A beam struck a group of
troops clustered around a long barreled energy weapon, leaving them
blackened and the gun bent and broken.

“I know, but we can’t strike out with no plan. We can’t outfight them
one to one. We need to make them lose the will to fight. Otherwise
they’ll swamp us with numbers. Um… How’s your mom?”

Kals took a breath. “Dying, and everyone knows it. We’ve said our
goodbyes. I was thinking that maybe if we were lucky, we win soon enough
that we could bring her to Iolan’s lab and…”

She stopped. She wasn’t crying, but the corners of her eyes glistened.
If we weren’t in the middle of a fight and if I didn’t have my armor on,
I’d have put my arm on her shoulder and maybe given her a hug or talk
about it and let her cry or something.

In armor, a hug wouldn’t work.

I said, “I’m sorry,” and put my left hand on her shoulder anyway.

Looking up at me, she said, “Thanks.” Glancing over at my arm, she
added, “Nice try, but please stop. Right now, I know I don’t have time
to cry. Right now, we need to kill them all.”

I withdrew my hand and I felt like I should say something, but in that
moment my implant notified me that we’d received a communication from
the Xiniti—real ones, not us.

“Xiniti trainees. We understand why you didn’t go as told and respect
it. We didn’t tell you that to force you to leave your clients
unprotected or your mission unfinished. We did it because we don’t like
to lose promising young ones. Now, like us, you may die on this mission.

“Our surveillance indicates that the Ascendancy has sent down fighters
to attack the Waroo ship and that the Ascendancy have resolved their
leadership issues and will attack soon. We’ll try to assist you.”

From the Ascendancy forces came a loud shout and the sound of thundering
footsteps.

At the same time that the Ascendancy forces began to charge, bright
light came from the sky toward the Waroo ship, hitting it in an
explosion of light. The ship didn’t fall out of the sky.

Knowing that, I knew that the Waroo were okay or okay-ish. Their shields
were still up. If they’d fallen, chunks of the ship would be falling
from the sky, burning all the way down. All the same, they couldn’t be
as much help. They were maneuvering to respond to the fighters, blasting
upward with their weapons.

That meant the obvious, they weren’t firing at the Ascendancy troops,
meaning the Ascendancy had no reason not to kill us all.

They attacked.

The big guns they’d been aiming at the Waroo ship found new targets. One
hit the shelter, burning a big black spot on its side. I didn’t know
exactly what material the shelter was made out of (the implant suggested
a few options), but I wouldn’t have expected it to be able to take one
shot.

The way the flat wall warped around the burn made me doubt it would be
able to take many more.

Another gun’s shot hit one of the trees and the shield generator next to
it. They’d known they couldn’t get all the generators back up, but if
they’d brought up any, it would make things that much easier.

With the crash of the tree and the crunch of the generator, that spot
became impossible.

At almost the same time (Jaclyn was probably first), Jaclyn and I said,
“The big guns!”

When we were planning what we’d do if the shields all went down, we’d
come up with our approach. We couldn’t take out everyone, but we could
take out individual targets.

Jaclyn said, “Cover me,” and ran into the oncoming Ascendancy soldiers.
Katuk ran forward, aiming for a different gun at about the same time,
saying only, “As discussed,” to Cassie who started firing on either side
of him with her gun.

I couldn’t do the same thing to support Jaclyn, but I tried. I aimed the
sonics and sometimes my laser at the people on either side of her and
sometimes ahead. They did what they were supposed to do. When the laser
hit, the soldier went down and thanks to the sonics, the tech of the
people near her didn’t always work.

That’s not inspiring, but when the guy who ought to be firing at you is
tapping on his helmet or opening up his energy rifle to figure out why
it went dead, you don’t get shot as much.

Jaclyn plowed through the people between her and the gun, sometimes
moving around them before they could touch her, sometimes throwing them
to the side, knocking them into the next soldier.

I didn’t pay as much attention to Katuk, but blasts from his rifle and
Cassie’s gun hit the Ascendancy’s troops again and again.

Some soldiers tried to hit us, but it wasn’t as if we were the only ones
there. Everyone who’d come to the shelter was firing back, many of them
experienced soldiers from wars I’d never heard of and that I didn’t have
time to download from my implant.

It turned out that we had whole lines of troops with force shields in
the front of our lines. It wasn’t as good as the force field walls
around the shelter, but it was better than nothing.

Captain Tolker and Crawls-Through-Desert shouted commands. Kals did what
motivators did, countering attacks by Ascendancy motivators and
encouraging the colonists to stand firm.

Geman and Dalat stood with the rest of the infantry, firing their
rifles. They’d shown no signs of betraying us to the Ascendancy so far.
It was sad that they’d come here, both of them probably feeling like
they had to in order to prove themselves loyal. Geman had mentioned a
family. I didn’t know about Dalat.

As I thought about that, Jaclyn reached her target, smashing the big gun
with a single blow, turning, and running back through the Ascendancy’s
troops, jumping over our front line to land back where I was. Katuk came
back soon after, having destroyed his target as well.

In the meantime, the Ascendancy’s advance had slowed. Our front line’s
shields were holding. It wasn’t perfect. People were going down under
the barrage of fire, but for the moment, they were holding the line.

It wasn’t as if we were winning. They’d put their shielded people at the
front too. Their people would fall just like ours would.

In a war of attrition though, I felt sure that they were going to win. I
needed to figure out where the Ascendancy’s leadership on the ground was
so that we could maybe get them to surrender. Killing them would just
pass the leadership role on to the next person in line.

I sent my surviving observation and spybots into the air to take
pictures of the Ascendancy’s troops. They had to be planning something
to break our current stalemate. There ought to be some sign of that.

Tolker and Crawls-Through-Desert had to be trying to come up with
something too. I hoped that they’d coordinate with us before trying it.
Then it struck me that that went both ways, so I sent our group as well
as Tolker what I was doing.

This whole situation was fragile enough that if we didn’t work together,
dying was a possibility that was beginning to feel more real the longer
I thought about it.

It didn’t take long to realize that the leader wasn’t obvious. With
implants, you didn’t need to do anything visually to know who was
running things. Plus, as my implant informed me, armies had policies for
hiding who the officers were.

They didn’t have policies that hid what an aerial view from my bots
showed. The colonists may have stalled the charge earlier, but now the
army was massing close together. When they rushed us, they weren’t going
to stop.

I contacted Crawls-Through-Desert who seemed to be acting as Captain
Tolker’s lieutenant or something like it.

After I sent him a series of pictures from the bots through my implant,
he said, “I’ve told Tolker. We’re adjusting. Do what you can to hold
them back.”

I passed the images over to everyone else—including Tikki and Kals who
had fished out their bracelets from somewhere and connected to us.

“Shit,” Cassie said, “we’re screwed. Jaclyn, take this. You’ll need it.”

She unbuckled her belt and held her sword out.

Jaclyn stared at it. “No. I don’t want to use that thing.”

“We’re not on Earth. There are no cops or jails. You’ll need it.” Cassie
waved it at her and Jaclyn took it and buckled it on.

“All hail Blender.” Cassie grinned at her.

Jaclyn shook her head. “Don’t call me that.”

She took out the sword and turned it on. “I’m going to be lucky if I
don’t cut off my own leg.”

Marcus imitated the hum of a lightsaber. “Nah. You’re going to be
great.”

Even as he said it, I saw the Ascendancy troops begin to charge. From
above, it was a line of blue-white shields followed by a mass of people
in armor. Worse, the line went around our entire camp completely
unbroken.

They all ran forward at once, focussing their fire at specific spots in
the colonists’ lines, shattering shields. Other colonists moved in to
fill the gap, but I could see it wouldn’t last long.

I wasn’t the only one. Jaclyn jumped over both front lines, landing in
the middle of the Ascendancy’s troops.

Before I could fly after her, Katuk ran after her, jumping after her,
not quite landing as far into the Ascendancy’s soldiers as she did. I
realized that that might have been intentional when I saw that she’d
pulled out the sword blade.

It flashed in the sunlight, decapitating a body with every strike.

It didn’t take long before Katuk caught up with her, hitting any
Ascendancy solders that came too close with lasers.

I breathed a little easier because Jaclyn wasn’t alone, but it wasn’t
enough. The Ascendancy troops didn’t stop fighting. They continued
except that they assigned people to fire beam weapons at Jaclyn and
Katuk.

Energy weapons could hurt Jaclyn. I’d seen her skin get burned by hot
plasma. While she walked away from it without even getting any special
care, it still hurt her.

I hoped that if she got so hurt that she couldn’t fight, Katuk would be
able to get her out of there—or that she’d recognize what direction
things were going and retreat on her own.

I didn’t have time to fly out there to help.

Jaclyn and Katuk weren’t the only ones able to jump over the battle
lines. Ascendancy soldiers did exactly that as the lines got closer,
attacking the colonists’ line from behind.

Of course, we didn’t just let them. Cassie burned down soldiers as
quickly as she could, but it meant that she wasn’t firing into the
advancing front line. She was firing carefully within our side, burning
down Ascendancy soldiers while trying to avoid shooting colonists in the
back.

As for myself, I ignored the feed from my bots as a fanged and clawed
soldier landed in front of Dalat as the thin man attempted to fire at
it.

It eviscerated him before he landed a shot. Geman, seeing the death of
his fellow pilot, fired his rifle into the creature, the shots not
making it through the soldier’s armor.

It ripped out Geman’s throat.

I landed next to it at that point, throwing a punch that hit with nearly
ten tons of force, more than enough to get past its armor. Its chest
exploded, throwing bloody spray and bits of rib cage backward.

I had a bad feeling that image would haunt me later.

I hit two more soldiers, saving a couple colonists from being torn to
shreds even as I processed the fact that Geman and Dalat were dead. I
hadn’t known them well, but they’d deserved better.

Ahead of me, the Ascendancy line had broken through ours, but at the
same time, they were in complete disarray. Between Jaclyn and Katuk,
this section of the Ascendancy’s line had a hole. Body after body lay on
the ash-covered ground, some of them put there by me, all of them burned
or dismembered.

But as I said before, it wasn’t enough. Even as I saw that we had the
beginnings of a horrible Pyrrhic victory, the bots showed me that at
three other points around the circle, the Ascendancy had broken through
and were entering the circle, killing colonists as they went.

Captain Tolker was directing them to fall back and reform a new line
over colonists’ communication channel—except then he cut off
mid-sentence. I looked over the battlefield to see him lying on the
ground with a bloody clawed Ascendancy soldier standing over him.

Over the channel, soldiers screamed and asked for help.
Crawls-Through-Desert shouted at the soldiers, getting some of them to
form ragged groups that were again firing back.

Even though the Ascendancy soldiers weren’t doing as well near us, they
seemed to know they were doing well everywhere else and bounded toward
us in great leaps, determined, I assumed, to make up the difference.

Jaclyn couldn’t take them all out, but she tried. She moved too quickly
for me to see, but with the Xiniti implant, I processed her movements
well enough to notice the blur of where she’d been.

Ordinary people didn’t even notice that and had to rely on the explosion
of blood and the way the Ascendancy soldiers’ bodies toppled off their
torsos to the ground.

That didn’t mean the Ascendancy soldiers couldn’t hit her though. One of
them, an Ascendant Guardmember by the symbol on his chest, shot her in
the thigh with a yellow beam.

She tumbled as he twisted to take another shot at her.

I tried to point my laser in that direction, but it didn’t matter. A
beam of light burned away his head.

His body flopped to the ground as my implant outlined Katuk—who had now
started aiming at other soldiers. Cassie meanwhile had burned down
several at once.

Jaclyn made it to her feet, setting off again, but my implant informed
me that she wasn’t moving as quickly as before. She’d moved from
extremely fast to not quite as fast, but it was still faster than the
Ascendancy soldiers could react to.

I couldn’t help but wonder how many shots she could take before she
couldn’t move at all.

Not that it made much of a difference in the moment. For all that we’d
done, the Ascendancy still descended upon us in waves. In my helmet’s
360 degree view, I could even see them coming from behind.

They weren’t targeting us yet. The colonists were still fighting, but it
was only a matter of time.

I fired the sonics at a group of soldiers as they landed in front of me,
burning them with the laser on my other arm. Meanwhile, Kals shouted a
word that made another group stop in their tracks, unmoving.

Behind me, Marcus had elongated his legs. From where he stood next to a
group of skinny trees, he used one of our particle accelerators as a
sniper rifle. As he burned the soldiers from above, Tikki stood below,
absorbing anything that came her way into her time bubble and sometimes
turning the bubble to redirect it back toward the Ascendancy.

In the middle of all of that, I called Rachel again. “I don’t know where
you are, but they’re in the camp now and colonists are fighting them
hand to hand. So, basically, we just lost. Now would be a great time for
the Ghosts to show up.”

Rachel’s voice came over the comm. She was all but shouting into it as
the hiss and crackle of different energies burned through the air in the
background. “I know! I called them. They’re not coming.”

“What?” Now I was yelling. Behind me, the gun under
Crawls-Through-Deserts’ pot burned three Ascendancy soldiers in a
shotgun-like blast of light.

“They see the future. They’re attacking the Ascendancy ships fighting
the Xiniti fleet. They said you’ll think of something.”

“Ugh.” I tried to think of a response with more words than that.

“Look, I know. Don’t argue. Do it and we can all go home. Keeping you
alive isn’t getting any easier.”

An Ascendancy soldier that had landed in front exploded, starting with
his head and ending partway into his body. Rachel floated behind it,
holding her pistol. Then she faded out and I heard static over the comm.

In the chaos and screams, I thought of my next best option after Rachel
and opened a connection to Tikki with my implant.

She took the call and time seemed to stand still, presumably because
mind to mind communication was so much faster than speech. I couldn’t
assume it had nothing to do with the powers Kee showed as Tikki.

“Hey,” I kept my voice calm and low. In reality, she was on Lee’s level
of power and I was about to end forever any chance at a life she liked.
“You know how you said you’d tell Marcus that who you really were? We
need that version of you right now. We need Kee more than Tikki. I mean,
if you think you can take everyone out as Tikki, I’m fine with that, but
I suspect you’ll need to be yourself to make this work.”

The pause before she spoke seemed to be unending, but I knew it wasn’t
because nothing seemed to be moving around us.

“No.” Tikki’s face tightened. “If I reveal myself, the Destroy faction
will come here. You won’t survive it and neither will I. Thanks to Lee,
I know they’re active now. He’s been fighting one or more of them. I’ve
felt the aftereffects of their battles.”

“You don’t have to reveal yourself to your people. You told me that you
were the one that truly understood your species’ powers and that you’d
designed the weapon that Lee stole from the Destroy faction before he
disappeared. I’m pretty sure you told me that you could hide using your
abilities better than he could—better, I’m guessing, than any of your
people, right?”

I knew I had her attention then. By that, I mean I knew it because I
could feel it. Lee had told me I’d feel something when I encountered one
of his kind and Kee hadn’t triggered it much at all.

Now though, I could sense something big in the air around me, an almost
physical weight. It was the kind of weight you might feel if you met a
being billions of years old, that consciously existed in an infinity of
universes, that had the power to unmake the planet with a thought, and
you’d said something that made it decide to give you its full, undivided
attention.

“What I’m asking is probably simple for you—take out the people who are
trying to kill us or hide all of us or maybe move us somewhere else? I
don’t know. A teleport would be ideal.”

She didn’t say anything but I could feel flickers of her emotions, much
as I felt Daniel’s when I was back home. It wasn’t a telepathic
connection or maybe it was, but if it was it felt different—bigger—a
forty room mansion instead of your standard four bedroom house.

That’s a terrible metaphor, but I don’t have anything better than
“bigger.”

We still had an implant connection, but she’d stopped using it,
unwilling, I assumed, to risk standard communication methods.

I glanced around us and everything stood still, frozen at the moment
that I’d tried to get her attention.

“I can’t risk it.” On the surface, her voice stayed level without
growing higher or faster with emotion, but through our connection, I
felt a flicker of fear.

Without showing any emotion that she wouldn’t have if she were teaching
a college physics class, she continued, “If I hid all of you, I’d have
to keep on hiding you until they left and I can’t be sure they would. If
I moved all of you from one place to another, something would notice.
Maybe my people wouldn’t notice right away but they would in time.”

“What about Marcus? He’ll die with the rest of us if it all goes wrong
here.” Even as I said it, I felt hints of fear and anxiety that I knew
wasn’t all mine.

“I’ve been running for millions of years now.” Her voice seemed to fill
my entire being, reminding me that Daniel had told me that being in
Lee’s presence could be mentally painful for him.

“I don’t want them to find me. I have so much more to do.” She said it
matter of factly as if we were talking about the weather.

“Are you just going to let things happen if you don’t help us?” I
watched her face as I asked the question.

She stared ahead of herself, but then she said, “I don’t know. I try to
do what I can when I have the chance.”

She looked down.

I tried to catch her eye. “Look, if you can’t do something yourself, can
you give me the power to solve this?”

That earned me a look. She stared at me as if she’d never looked at me
before. She said, “No. It’s too early. Let me think.”

Then I stopped feeling her emotions and the world around me went forward
again.

Blasts of energy flew through the air. Ascendancy soldiers rushed in. A
beam hit the plant’s pot. He did his best to dodge, but the beam hit and
the pot fell to the ground with a crash.

Cassie took two beams to the back. She fell to the ground, but rolled
over and began firing back with her gun. As long as she didn’t get hit
in the head she’d be fine, but I wondered how long that could last.

A wave of soldiers surrounded Jaclyn. I couldn’t see her, but every now
and then blood would shoot into the air. I assumed she had to be alive.

I fired my laser, punched, and fired the sonics as fast as I could,
unsure as to how long I could keep it up. Out of the corner of my eye, I
could see Ascendancy soldiers pointing their weapons at Marcus and
Tikki. Marcus had been stretched into a shape I thought of as “sniper
Slenderman,” but now he’d contracted into a roughly human shape and was
firing his particle accelerator rifle while smacking soldiers with
tentacles that he’d grown.

Tikki stood next to him, surrounded by her bubble, seemingly doing
nothing, but then everything stopped again and I was in contact with
Kee.

In that moment, I felt something that reminded me of when I’d pulled a
flaming sword out of nowhere using Lee’s power or arguably maybe through
a combination of his and my own small hint of power.

This wasn’t me, though.

I felt small trickles of power opening and knew without being sure how I
knew that they were Kee’s doing, that there were many of them, each of
them a different source, and that they weren’t going to me. They were
going to her. A part of me wondered if I could somehow tap them, but
doing so without instruction or invitation seemed rude at best. At
worst, it might be deadly.

Either way, it was unnecessary. The power flowed toward Kee and as her
bubble absorbed it, it grew, expanding first to include Marcus, the
nearest Ascendancy soldiers, Then the bubble grew faster, including me,
Cassie, Jaclyn, Kals and the entire camp before I had time to notice,
much less time to get away.

She was on our side, but I remembered what had happened to Agent 957.
The bubble wasn’t a safe place to be.

Whatever my reservations, it didn’t matter. The bubble expanded to cover
the entire battlefield and that included all the troops that had been
waiting in the wings and beginning to charge.

Connected to Kee’s not-quite-telepathy, I could sense how far it
went—more than one hundred yards away in every direction.

Past the edge, the Xiniti that had promised to show up and help stood,
staring at the bubble.

Inside the Ascendancy forces stood still, unable to move at all.

Kee, as I’d started to think of her again, said, “Do you want any of
them to survive?”

I couldn’t read her mind, but I could feel her focus. I said, “I’d like
them all to survive, but I don’t have any specific use for any of them.”

“I can’t hold them this way forever. The moment I step away, they’ll
start trying to kill you again. I’ll end them now.”

Before I could say anything more, she pulled in more energy from each of
the many sources she’d opened up. I could feel her pulling it in,
allowing it to build up, and then she released it into the bubble, all
of it directed into individual Ascendancy soldiers.

I knew somehow that she wasn’t aging them. She wasn’t using Tikki’s
powers at all. She disintegrated them, absorbing the heat as the bonds
that held their bodies together dissolved, leaving dust and bits of
bone.

Then the bubble faded away and the skies became bright once again. I
wasn’t sure why being within the bubble dimmed the light. I had theories
but hadn’t had time to devote more than an instant’s thought to them.

Now it looked as though I might have more time. The small piles of dust
all over and the complete lack of fighting told me what I already
knew—no Ascendancy soldiers survived.

The Xiniti I’d seen through Kee’s eyes walked toward us slowly, looking
from one side to another as if they expected creatures to appear out of
thin air, burst out of the ground, or attack with no reason and no
warning.

It wasn’t unreasonable given that the Ascendancy soldiers had just
disappeared for no reason they knew of and no warning.

I considered using my implant to contact them but figured they’d contact
us if they wanted us. It would be better to determine who’d survived all
this. I asked the implant for a status update on all of us and it
replied. Jaclyn was alive but hurt, Cassie alive and already healed,
Katuk was alive, and Marcus was alive.

I looked around the camp for the others. Kals was alive and walking
toward the shelter. She had to be looking for her mom.

Jaclyn’s dog stood over the piles of dust, sniffing them. Then he raised
his leg and peed on one. Meanwhile, Rachel was solid and walking across
the ground toward me.

I waited for her, planning to tell her that I was going to follow Kals
and find out what had happened to Jadzen, but then I heard Marcus’
voice.

“Where’s Tikki and what are you doing here?” He faced Kee. His rifle lay
on the ground.

Kee stood next to him where Tikki had been. When I thought about it, Kee
and Tikki weren’t so very different. The body she wore as Kee appeared
to be in its thirties and Tikki appeared to be in her early twenties or
late teens. “Kee” had fuller lips and a squarer face, but they both had
the same shades of dark hair and light brown skin.

If I’d seen them at the same time, I might have guessed they were
sisters or maybe mother and daughter. They were variations on the same
face and body.

“I’m sorry for the deception,” Kee said, “but I couldn’t leave K’Tepolu
with you in this form. It would have raised too many questions and
gotten too much attention. I really did like you as Tikki. I still like
you, but if you think about what I did, you’ll know what I am. You
already know one of my people and you know why this can’t work.”

Marcus’ eyes widened. “Oh, god.”

It wasn’t a completely inappropriate line under the circumstances.

Now standing next to me, Rachel said, “This isn’t going to be pretty.
Take it from someone who been there.”

“I know your breakup with Travis was bad, but I really don’t think it’s
the same.“

Still staring at Kee, Marcus said, “We had sex.”

I don’t know that I would have gone there next, but it did raise some
interesting questions.

Marcus pursed his lips. “There’s no chance that you’re pregnant, right?
I mean, you said you’d had that… turned off, but I didn’t even know who
you really were at the time, so…”

Kee’s face darkened, but she kept on talking. “I was telling the truth.
In our true form, we’re not fertile with humans. I’m not sure you’d even
recognize what we do to reproduce as sex, but when we embody ourselves,
we have to create something that can connect back to our true selves.

“So we could have reproduced, but if we did, our child would have too
much power for your world to handle, and too little to defend itself
from the Destroy faction for a long, long time. I’d never risk
that.”

Taking a deep breath, Marcus smiled. “That’s good. I didn’t want to be
one of those guys who makes a kid and then disappears. I wish you would
have told me earlier, though. I never seriously expected that you’d come
home with me, but when we got involved I began to hope.”

She took a breath and let it go. “I should have told you sooner. I wish
I had, but then, when everything became dangerous, the moment never
seemed to be right. Again, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let it go this
long, but Tikki wouldn’t have wanted it to end, and sometimes we let our
false personalities make decisions. It makes it harder for Destroy to
tell the true from the false.”

Cocking his head to look at her as she talked, Marcus said, “Yeah. I can
see that. Acting like you don’t know what’s going on will put them off
guard.”

They kept on talking and I managed to relax. At least this wasn’t going
to blow up. Knowing what Kee had just done, I didn’t want to see her
angry—if only because I might have just broken up her strongest
relationship in the last thousand years.

Next to me, Rachel smiled. “Well, it’s a relief to be wrong. They’re
doing okay—for now, anyway. In my experience, what you feel about a
breakup comes in waves.”

She stopped, frowned, stared up at the blue sky. “Bad news. This isn’t
over. The Ghosts can send warnings to each other and right now I’m
seeing a big one. The Ascendancy flagship is positioning itself to fire
its railgun at the colony, starting with us.”

I turned to look at her. “Crap. ‘Rods from God’.”

She raised her eyebrow. “What?”

“Cold War era military idea. You shoot telephone pole-sized rods at the
surface of a planet and get atomic blast level damage without the
radiation. Are the Ghosts going to help?”

She shook her head. “They’re busy annihilating the Ascendancy fleet over
on the other side of the solar system. A few of them could get here in a
few minutes, but the first rod they fire will get here sooner.”

I stopped listening halfway through, trying to connect to Hal. When the
connection opened, I didn’t wait for a hello. “You have my express
authorization to do anything that works to stop the Ascendancy flagship
from shooting a railgun at us.”

Hal’s voice came over my implant. “It is unlikely I’ll cross the
distance on time, but firing the main gun might distract them. I’ll run
simulations as I go.”

At about the same time, my implant’s emergency setting activated,
registering a public announcement. Guessing what might be coming, I
opened the message.

In my mind, I saw someone that could pass as an Ascendancy soldier
except that he appeared to be in his fifties or older and wore a black
uniform with a pattern of colored triangles in a circular shape. My
implant identified him as an admiral and the triangles as medals.

“This is Admiral Makri Tzin of the Ascendancy fleet. You are in
violation of the Human Ascendancy’s laws and will be destroyed. If by
some accident, someone on this world survives, be sure that the colony
is dead. Tell the Cosmic Ghosts that even if they destroy my ship as
they are my fleet, the Ascendancy will endure and thrive. For now, burn
rebels, burn.”

I opened a connection to Hal and he took the call, giving me his view of
what lay ahead. The Ascendancy flagship was so far in the distance that
it was little more than a dot. Hal fired the main gun. It wouldn’t be
effective at this range, but it might distract them.

Admiral Makri Tzin’s voice and image reappeared in the public
announcement stream. “We’ve loaded our railgun. This is your final
moment. Fire!”

Except then, the admiral frowned, staring downward at what I assumed was
a dashboard or control panel. “I said, ‘fire’!”

Then he paused, turning to look off camera to his right. “What are you
doing here? I told you to—”

White light hit his body and the feed went dead.

Then another public announcement began. I opened it and Four Hands
appeared in my view. He stood behind the same console the admiral had
been using. Wearing shorts, a short-sleeved shirt, and tool belt instead
of his Ascendant Guard uniform, he addressed the viewers.

“I’m Izzk Sekman, known as ‘Four Hands’ in the Ascendant Guard where I
served the Human Ascendancy for more than ten years. In the Guard, I
oppressed people in the Human Ascendancy’s name, much as my people have
served the Ascendancy and many others by maintaining their ships.

“We will do so no longer.”

Four Hands looked into the camera or whatever he was using. It might
just as easily have been an image captured from his brain by his
implant.

He paused, giving all of us viewing a chance to look at him. Though I’d
peg him as being in his late 20s (only a few years older than I was), he
had bags under his eyes. I supposed that leading the Ascendancy forces
after they’d been destroyed by us, followed by taking over the
Ascendancy’s flagship, might be tiring and stressful.

“If any of the Cosmic Ghosts are listening, I ask you to save as many of
my people as you can as you destroy the Ascendancy fleet. We’re not in
charge, and we’re as susceptible to motivator commands as any human in
the Ascendancy.”

He paused again, taking a breath. “We may even be more susceptible. The
Abominators made us for repairing ships and creating new devices. They
wanted us to be easy to control and not to do what I just did—rebel and
take over using the technical access they entrusted us with.

“That’s why I’m asking the Xiniti, the Alliance military, and the Ghosts
to be kind to us. I think you’d find us better allies than you can
imagine right now.”

I nudged Rachel, asking her if she had access to the public announcement
channel and sent a message to Hal not to attack the Ascendancy flagship.
If he used near space to attack, he might well destroy the flagship and
that would be awkward.

Rachel nodded. “I can hear him. I’m doing what I can to pass his message
on to the Ghosts. For all I know, they heard him themselves.”

She closed her eyes, mouth a thin line, hands clenched in fists. “I
think I got through… And… They just got back to me. They’ll leave the
four handers alone. I don’t think they were trying to destroy whole
ships anyway. They’ve destroyed engines and weapons, but they left the
rest to the Alliance and the Xiniti.”

“Okay,” I said. “I guess the colony’s safe then. I don’t think there’s
anyone else fighting.”

Rachel sighed. “Good. They dragged me halfway across the galaxy to help
you. I was supposed to start some kind of internship or something. I
only barely got up to speed on that when the Ghosts yanked me out of
there—which is annoying because it was looking interesting.”

“Who was it with?”

“Some kind of super covert ops team. I don’t think I can say anything
even out here. They sounded like the kind of thing I might protest if I
found out about it in the news, but it also sounds like they try to do
the right thing… I think I’d enjoy working with them.”

I thought about that. “It shouldn’t take that long to get back if you
ride with us—a little over a week. I don’t know if that’s faster or
slower than the Ghosts.”

She frowned. “I’m not sure. I think it might have taken longer for us to
get here than that, but they were also showing me the ropes for
interstellar flight. I haven’t got it all down yet, but when I do, I can
cross a galaxy without a spaceship. Of course, I’ll also be part of some
kind of interdimensional force for good. So it’s not like I’ll be doing
that for fun. Anyway, I’ll probably fly back with all of you. No
promises, but the way I understand it, I’ve got a long way to go before
I’m even with the least powerful Ghost.”

Around us, the colonists were tending to their wounded and even a few of
the Ascendancy wounded, applying goos and sprays that would start whole
new industries back home if I got a sample. It was tempting, but
medicine wasn’t a major interest. Grabbing one of the Xiniti suits and
taking it apart sounded like more fun, but I knew I had to ask
permission if I wanted to do that.

Closer to the shelter, a couple colonists appeared to be replanting
Crawls-Through-Desert in a big ceramic box. It appeared makeshift. Only
two of the sides were the same color (pastel green) and none of the
sides were flush. They all stuck out a little further than they needed
to—as it might if they were in a hurry because a plant might die.

It didn’t float. A flat, floating platform hung in the air next to it.
Too bad they’d filled the box with dirt before putting it on. It
wouldn’t be much trouble for the Rocket suit, though.

I told Rachel that I was going to help them and started walking that
way, passing Jaclyn who was petting the dog. Cassie, Kee, Marcus, and
Katuk were talking with the Xiniti. Rachel joined that conversation.

It didn’t take me much to get Crawls-Through-Desert on the gravity sled.
He didn’t say much, but one of the colonists assured me he’d be fine.
“Moving from one pot to another is a huge shock to the system for them,
but give him a couple of days and he’ll be okay. His wounds aren’t bad,
but his pot was unfixable.”

Kals stepped out of the shelter. I began to ask, “How’s your mom,” but
stopped halfway through.

The blank look on her face answered my question before she said, “She’s
dead. They finished the surgery, but they couldn’t save her.”

She stood there, unmoving either because she didn’t know what to do or
maybe because she was waiting for me to do something. I didn’t know. I
did set the armor to transform into a block. Wearing it felt wrong.

As it fell away, she said, “I don’t know what to do. I can’t be her. I’m
not going to take over for her. I was even thinking of asking if I could
leave with all of you… But that doesn’t feel right.”

She looked down at the ground. “I wish we were normal people. Then she’d
never have been involved with any of this.”

Possible responses hung in my head, most of them bad. I settled on, “I’m
sorry. I wish we could have done
something, but none of us are any good at healing.”

I thought back to my friend Alex. He was good at healing. It would have
been nice if the Ghosts had grabbed him along with Rachel. He couldn’t
have survived the trip without a spaceship, and everything I knew
through my implant and Rachel said that they didn’t bother with them.

Kals shook her head. “Iolan could have done it if he had access to all
his equipment. The Ascendancy killed her in more ways than one. I hate
them. I don’t know how, but somehow we have to destroy them. Not
everybody, but the Ascendant and the Ascendant Council, the Guard… It
all needs to end.”

“Iolan seemed to think that grabbing Marcus’ DNA would be a start.”

Kals laughed. “Yeah. In 300 or 400 years, we’ll have them on their
knees. I’m sorry, but right now I don’t want to wait that long.”

“Good point,” I searched for something else that might distract her.
“Four Hands seems to be starting something sooner. I gave him some of my
tech that he thought might help. If the resistance talks to him, maybe
you could coordinate. He’s still in the solar system. He’ll probably
stay until he picks up all of his people on the other Ascendancy
battleships. I don’t know where he’s going after that.”

She looked up toward space. “I’ll have to bug our Council about that. We
should talk to him. I don’t know why no one thought to talk to four
handers before. If anybody should hate the Ascendancy, they should.
They’re dying in Ascendancy ships even if they don’t care who they’re
fighting.”

Turning to look at the shelter and then back at me, she said, “With Mom
dead, I feel like I have to take over what she’s left unfinished.
There’s too much of it. I know I don’t have to do it all on my own, but
even if I don’t lead the movement myself being visible will help keep it
together. That’s what I’ve got to give that no one else does. I can show
people that her presence can still be felt here.”

She looked up at me. “How long are you all going to stay?”

“Not long,” I said. “We’ve all got to get home. We’ll do what we can to
help, but the mission’s over. I’ve got classes to get back to. So does
my sister. And I feel like I should tell you that we’re not from where
we said. I can’t tell you where we are from, but not that.”

She laughed again. “I figured that out on my own. Wherever you’re from,
you’re not from an Ascendancy world. You don’t act like us and even
though you know about us, it’s like you’re reading it from a book. You
were leaning on your implant for everything.

“Even if I hadn’t guessed from that, your sister is with the Cosmic
Ghosts and Tikki or Kee or whatever-she-is just wasted all the
Ascendancy troops at once? Nobody does that. What are you really? Are
you even human? I know your DNA’s got Artificer DNA in it.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know right now. I’ll let you know when I find out.
If I’m somehow connected to the Artificers it shouldn’t be that hard,
right?”

“Are you going to stay for her funeral?” Kals stood, waiting for my
answer.

“I don’t see why not. Unless you have a tradition that requires we wait
here for months.”

Kals shook her head. “No. We have the funeral and then cremate the dead
and we do it within a day or two.”

“We can stay for that,” I said, and we did, leaving the planet three
days later with Jaclyn, Marcus, Cassie, Rachel, and I. We also brought
Tiger. The dog wasn’t too big yet, but I had no idea what we’d do with
him when he reached full growth. I didn’t even know what we’d feed him.

Katuk went back with the Xiniti, telling us that, “Perhaps I’ll visit
your home someday.”

Kee disappeared during the cleanup after the fight. We didn’t see her
again, but she did talk with Marcus before she disappeared. He didn’t
give any details about what she’d said. “It’s personal,” he told us. “It
wouldn’t mean much to you anyway.”

He didn’t say more than a few words at a time for the first few days of
the flight back home.



We didn’t go back the same way. We stopped at K’Tepolu briefly, but Kee
wasn’t back yet according to the people at her store. I made a quick
call without telling Marcus. I wasn’t sure what I would have done if
she’d come back, but I felt compelled to check.

We avoided the solar system and old battle site where Lee had sensed one
of his own kind, but found Lee in a backwater system we were cutting
through to avoid observation. Hal got a message and using the
coordinates we’d been given, we matched speed with Lee and got close
enough that he could pull himself into the airlock.

He spotted Tiger immediately, and said, “Interesting.”

The dog growled at him. Ignoring it, he grinned at Rachel, “Nice to see
you getting in touch with family.”

Rachel leaned back in her chair and folded her hands over her chest. “It
might have been nice to know earlier.”

Lee shrugged. “It wasn’t my place. The Ghosts tell their recruits what
they need to know at their own pace.”

Rachel nodded. “No shit. A slow pace.”

I turned back from my place in the pilot seat to look at him. “What were
you doing?”

Lee found a seat and pulled on a seat belt. “This and that. I created a
powerful distraction, one that exists in more than one universe, making
it impossible for my people to guess which universe’s distraction is the
important one.”

“Good,” Cassie grinned at him. “It’d be nice if we get home to find a
planet instead of a smoking ruin. And by the way, we succeeded too.”

“Mostly,” Jaclyn stretched her legs in her seat. She’d been complaining
about soreness in her thigh, but it was healing.

Lee sat up in his chair. “I know. I saw some of it. I didn’t get too
close. I couldn’t risk Kee sensing me, and to be honest, I wouldn’t be
surprised if she did anyway.”

Turning in his chair, Marcus said, “If she did, she didn’t say so.”

Nodding, Lee said, “She wouldn’t. She’s careful. But anyway, I can’t
deny it, you did everything you needed to do. You didn’t know that you
were doing most of what you were doing, but you succeeded nonetheless.”

There, he had my full attention (and Jaclyn’s to guess from her look at
him), “What did we do that we weren’t trying to do?”

Lee met my eyes and gave a wide smile. “A number of very important tasks
that I couldn’t be seen doing. First, you got the Earth genes necessary
to break down the Ascendancy caste system to a group that will use them
to do that. Second, you connected the nascent fourhander rebellion with
the Alliance and the Ascendancy’s rebels. Third, you connected
yourselves and by extension me, with an old friend of mine, one that
wouldn’t have known whether or not she could trust me if I showed up on
my own. Now, even if she never said so, Kee knows that I’m working with
you and against Destroy.”

He looked around the cabin, meeting eyes with all of us. “Because of
you, the Ascendancy will fall in 100 years at most, possibly as soon as
fifty. Plus, Kee will find a way to get in touch with me. She’s
resourceful that way. Once that happens, I’ll be able to find out what
the Live faction’s been up to for the last few eons. I don’t know where
that will lead me, but I’m sure it will be interesting.”

Sitting up, Marcus strained against his seatbelt. “Are you kidding me?
Did you use us? Was this all part of some kind of plan?”

Lee looked him in the face. “Exactly. It’s part of a plan that keeps
Earth the least interesting planet on this side of the galaxy, thereby
keeping it alive for thousands of years longer than if Destroy noticed
it.”

Frowning, Marcus said, “When you put it that way, I’m okay with it.”

“You and me both,” Cassie said. “Big picture, everyone, Big picture.”

Not long after that, we stopped talking. Hours, days and many jumps
later, we arrived home, joining Stapledon for the rest of the summer.

As grateful as I was to be home and see Daniel, Haley, and everyone
else, I dreamed of Hideaway–the good and the bad, the battles we fought,
and the people we knew. I remembered the scent of its forest, the roars
of its migrating megafauna, the sizzle of handheld beam weapons, the
ashes of the last battle, and the many, many deaths.

While I didn’t find myself diving for cover at the sound of car
backfires, I felt that my memories had a weight to them and wondered how
people did this job for 20 years.

Grandpa, I knew, had done it for nearly 40 years even though I knew he
remembered things he’d rather have forgotten.  If you had a reason to do
it, you found a way to continue.
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Excerpt from True


        Dr. Strazinsky stood in front of the class, staring down at the pile of
paper in his hands. Then he looked at me, making me wonder what I’d
done.

This was my Calculus III class, one of the few prerequisites I hadn’t
comped out of. I was only taking it during my Junior year because of
some annoying scheduling issues between my double major in electrical
engineering and chemistry.

The professor took a long breath and looked out at the class. From his
appearance, I guessed that he had to be in his thirties, but he felt
older. I didn’t know whether it was the tan suit jacket with tie and
slacks, or the slightly balding hair.

Whatever it was, if you were hoping for a young, charismatic professor,
this wasn’t your guy.

That’s not to say that I didn’t like him. I did like him. He seemed
smart, knowledgeable, and good enough at explaining the material. I
didn’t need anything else in a professor.

He looked directly at me again—making me wonder what was going on, back
down at the papers, and then back to the class. Then he began to talk.

“I know that no one enjoys taking a quiz on the first day of class, but
I like to know what people actually remember from Calculus 2. As a
class, you did well—well enough that I’m comfortable starting without
too much review. So, we’re going to go over the quiz. Feel free to ask
about anything you want, but I’ll go over the quiz in order.”

About a quarter of the class raised their hands. Dr. Strazinsky blinked
but pointed to a blond guy wearing a blue and gold University of
Michigan t-shirt.

The guy said, “What was up with that last question? I had no idea where
to even start. I’ve never seen that covered anywhere. That’s not part of
this class, is it?”

The prof shook his head, smiling a little. “Don’t worry about that
question. You’ll never see anything like that again. It’s not part of
this class. It’s not part of any class you’ll ever take in this
university. I put it on the quiz to see how you’d try to solve it and
not because I thought you could find the answer. It’s not something an
undergrad should be able to solve. Most PhDs don’t have the necessary
background. So, don’t worry about it. In fact, don’t worry about this
quiz. It won’t be part of your grade.”

Then he passed back the stapled piles of paper.

As the stack of quizzes passed from one person to another, my stomach
began to ache. I’d thought back to the last class, trying to remember
the question, but I couldn’t. Nothing in it had seemed hard and the last
question hadn’t stood out from the crowd.

Maybe, I told myself, I hadn’t noticed it. If it were on the back of the
last page, it would have been easy to miss. I’d done that sort of thing
before.

Except then I thought about the looks the prof had been giving me. I
hadn’t missed it. I’d probably answered it strangely. Using the implant
the Xiniti had installed in my head, I’d been investigating advances
that aliens had made in math. Even with the implant, I didn’t have the
background to understand all of it, but I’d made a good beginning. I’d
have made a better one if the Xiniti were more interested in physics and
less interested in war.

Off the top of my head, I decided that all I’d have to do is explain
some of the shortcuts I’d taken or maybe offer a proof for one or more
of them.

Then I got the quiz back. I flipped it over to look at the back of the
last page. It was blank. I hadn’t missed the last question.

I opened it to the last page and looked at my scribbled answer. It
seemed simple enough. The question asked the reader to solve for the
value of a variable assuming other values that the question
defined.

Then I recognized where I knew the equation from. It was a type of
equation used in calculating the distance a jump drive would send a
spaceship. I’d learned a lot about them early in the summer when I’d
taught myself the basics about jump drives.

It wasn’t impossible that someone on Earth would come up with an
equation like this. The math needed to put something into practice often
predates a need to use it. At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder
how it had gotten on my quiz.

It was only at that point that I noticed the words, “See me after
class,” written next to the answer I’d written on my paper.

It appeared that I was about to find out.
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