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CHAPTER
ONE



When someone tries to kill you in space, you try to kill them right back. I stole that motto from a TV spaceship captain, and so far it has served me well. As I steered my ship Stronghold towards a Dominion battleship while evading a literal swarm of ship-killer missiles, I was rethinking it. Maybe a nice apartment on the Gold Coast with a pile of alien cash was the way to go?

What looked like the entire Dominion fleet showed up in the Dor’Anian home world system of Rornatha to make good on their promise to wipe out the home worlds of any that opposed them. Yes, that’s an exaggeration; I knew it wasn’t the whole fleet. They sure brought a lot of ships, though. The good news is we were ready for them. We’d gotten some good intel from my friend Rick “Raygun” Holmes’ spy network that the Dor’Anians were the first to be hit and we got here a full cycle before they did. Yay us!

The bad news, at least for me, was that since they’d arrived in system I’d spent more time avoiding them than fighting and it was wearing on my nerves. Not that I enjoyed the violence of space combat or the idea of killing anyone, mind you. I believed the Dominion needed to be stopped, and I didn’t like feeling like I was fobbing the job off on to anyone else.

That was by design, though, because Stronghold was a command-and-control ship, and I had to give my ship’s controller AI Hexpallus a bird’s eye view of the action, as it were. I’d done a great job of that until about ten minutes ago, when an entire battlegroup led by a Dominion battleship broke away from the main fleet and made a beeline towards the edge of the system.

Part of our job in this dust-up was to act as goalies. Keep the bad guys in the same chunk of the battle-space, and the hell away from Rornatha Prime. I’d brought Stronghold into an intercept course with the rest of the ships assigned to our group, following suit as Hex directed them on the AI command channel.

The battlegroup’s frigates launched several flights of missiles at us as they screened the battleship, which also emptied its launchers at us as it tore across the system. I took Stronghold into a tight arc over the enemy formation. Most of their missiles decided that I was the juiciest target and followed me, while the destroyers from our group—Warlord, Champion, and Steadfast—chased their own flights of missiles into the frigate screen with their PBCs (Particle Beam Cannons) blazing.

With a thought, I redirected the energy focal point of Stronghold’s gravity drive and slewed her to the left as I continued her dive towards the dorsal section of the enemy battleship. Hex dumped a load of anti-missiles into space behind us, detonating them almost immediately so that their payloads of hundreds of metallic spheres tore into the missiles chasing us. The shockwave from the multiple detonations blasted into our rear shields, taking several generator nodes offline and reducing overall shield capacity by fifteen percent. The remaining missiles broke off their attack as we closed to less than a hundred miles from the battleship that had fired them.

“That was a little too close, Hex,” I said.

“Couldn’t be helped, Kai,” Hex replied. “We are, as you like to say, at knife-fighting distance.”

He wasn’t wrong. Space battles in general took place at long distance. We’re talking ships shooting at each other from thousands of miles away. The missiles were designed to soften the target vessel’s shields so the energy and projectile weapons could punch through what was left of said shields and eventually the pressure hull.

This sometimes placed smaller battlegroups at a tactical disadvantage. They didn’t have enough missile launchers to do the job. But one thing ship-killer missiles didn’t like doing was hitting the ships that fired them, so we’d started flying within less than a hundred miles of enemies and taking them on point blank. It generally kept them from launching a bunch of birds at us, but it also made us easier to hit with masers and rail guns.

Everything was a trade off in combat.

Maser fire from the battleship caressed our shields and I spun Stronghold out of the way before Hex cut loose with a barrage from our own ventral PBC arrays. Dominion shields were hard to get through, and had only gotten more difficult to penetrate in recent months since they’d developed a randomizer that changed the shields frequency every few minutes. This made it harder for us to get shots in at close range. It was an effective counter to our new tactics, and frustrating as hell.

I kept Stronghold on a parallel course with the battleship for as long as I could, skipping our hexagonal hull across the top of the enemy’s shield wall and giving Hex time to adjust the frequency of our PBCs in hopes of matching the frequency of their shields before they changed again. If he could do that, he’d cut through them easily and ravage the hull beyond. If not, we’d have to settle for the good old-fashioned shield beatdown technique, which takes a lot longer.

We reached the engineering section of the battleship as the frigates screening it were dispatched with brief fireballs from our accompanying destroyers. They knew to keep the smaller ships off our back before joining in to take down the larger target.

Dominion frigates came in two flavors: gunships and missile boats. Gunships were covered from one end to the other in rail guns that fired penetrator rods at high-speed using electromagnetic propulsion. At close range like this, shields didn’t slow those down much, so they thrived in the knife fight. Missile boats, as the name implied, were heavy on ship-killer missile launchers. With the right mix of these, the Dominion had softened up and killed more than one Gardranian battle group since we’d gotten our entire fleet together and pressed the attack against them.

“Everybody still in one piece?” I asked as I pulled Stronghold away from the battleship and swung her around in preparation for another run.

“Triumph took a few hits from their rail guns, but she’s still with us,” Ventalius, the Hybrid AI pilot of Warlord, said. “Minor damage to her engineering section’s outer hull, but that shouldn’t take too long to fix.”

“Then let’s take down this battleship, gang,” I said. Not typical military protocol, but hey, I’m a thief from Chicago not a space navy pro. I still can’t get port and starboard straight.”

“The shields on this battleship are proving difficult to penetrate,” Hex said. “I am having trouble finding the proper shield frequency. The randomizer is faster than others we have encountered before.”

“Switch to penetrator rounds while I think about this,” I ordered.

Hex stopped firing PBC bursts at the enemy and concentrated fire from our own version of the rail gun. Penetrator rounds and rail gun darts at a sufficient velocity could punch right through shields. You had to be super close, though, and the shields reduced the impact power of the rounds.

We scored hits along the dorsal section of the battleship as rounds fired from our companions joined ours. These newer Dominion ships also had thicker armor. That, combined with the velocity reduction from the shields, meant that the penetrator shots weren’t doing as much damage as they used to. We needed to reduce overall shield strength.

This frequency thing was a problem. Once upon a time, we’d only had to worry about frequency on the interlocked shields of Kholdrax ships that formed into tight groups for mutual coverage. Their new shield tech that they’d worked out with their allies the Vakness mimicked that function on each ship, and the randomizer had only made things harder.

If we backed off to minimum missile range to soften them up, we’d open ourselves up to missile barrages in return. But staying this close while they still maintained the shield advantage was only going to get us chewed up by rail guns. Adjusting the frequency of the PBCs was taking too long, and even when we did match it, the randomizer just changed it again a few seconds later. In a battle of attrition time was not our friend, and this was taking too long.

Wait. What if we didn’t have to adjust the frequency over time to find the one it was using at the moment?

A rail gun round from the battleship got through and smashed into our right missile batteries, taking ten launchers offline. That hurt!

“Hex, can you fire the PBCs at different individual frequencies all at once?”

“You intend for me to match the frequency of their shields with one of the cannons then shift them all to that on the next volley?” Hex asked.

“Exactly.” I hoped this would work.

I took Stronghold into a tight turnabout for another run at the battleship. This time, instead of the penetrator rounds they’d been expecting, Hex opened up with his particle cannons again. As before, most of the beams splashed harmlessly against the enemy’s shields, except for one shot that went through them like they weren’t even there. The beam dragged a hellish line of destruction across her hull, as the others shut off but quickly joined back in at the same frequency, with the same effect.

The battleship bent under the assault of multiple cannons raking across her outer skin, rupturing in several places, spewing atmosphere and personnel into the black.

A few seconds later the beams were partially blocked again as the randomizer changed frequencies. Hex shifted back into exploratory mode, hitting her with a different frequency from each of the cannons along our dorsal arrays as I flipped Stronghold over and brought her about for another run.

Like before, as soon as the matching frequency was found, Hex switched the other PBCs to it and the battleship again suffered under our assault.

“I’m sending this information to the rest of the fleet,” Hex announced as the battleship he’d been firing on broke apart, splitting at the joint where the engineering section met the main hull.

“I’m sure they’ll be glad to hear it,” I said.

“That was brilliant, Kai!” Hex said with enthusiasm. “I am almost ashamed that I didn’t think of it first.”

“It’s not a contest, buddy,” I said to reassure him.

To be honest, I was mad at myself for not thinking of it sooner. We wouldn’t have lost so many ships earlier if I had.

“What’s next?” I asked as the rest of our group re-formed on us.

“There is a large group of cruisers and frigates with another battleship at their center on a course to Rornatha Prime’s south pole,” Hex said.

“Oh, fun,” I said. “They’re starting their planetary bombardment runs early.”

“It would appear so,” Hex agreed.

This was SOP for the Dominion when they attacked a planet. Soften up the space-borne defenses around a place; then, while everyone was distracted with that, zip in with a bunch of gunboats and pepper the surface of the planet with rail gun rods. If these were missile boats, they’d be able to target just about anywhere on the planet’s surface from either pole. Rail guns would take a little more direct targeting, but at least the Dor’Anians would have a chance at shooting down incoming missiles.

Rail gun darts were a different story.

The metallic rods hit with such speed and force that each one was like a multi-nuclear warhead going off, without the radiation. Cities and other populated areas were utterly devastated. That’s what we were here to prevent.

Without another word I changed the focal point of the energy differential spot of our gravity drive, pulling Stronghold across the void at speeds that made my head swim if I stopped to think about them too long.

The rest of our group fell in behind us as Hex explained to them where we were going, and the new objective. We had to stop those ships before they leveled major Dor’Anian population centers.

Checking the distance between us, it wouldn’t take us long to get within PBC range. But even with our newfound shield-busting tactics, I wanted them to be softer targets before we got there. Of course, depending on how soon they noticed us barreling after them, that could work both ways.

“Everybody unload your missile batteries at these guys! Keep their heads down till we can get into cannon range.”

Ventalius, usually our most eager and aggressive warrior, was quickly outflown by Corsellus as she urged her frigate, Triumph, ahead of the group. She launched the few missiles she had and sent a storm of penetrator rounds ahead of her. If nothing else, she might make them rethink their recent life choices.

Champion, Steadfast, and Warlord followed suit with their own flights of ship-killers seconds later, along with my own ship as Hex sent his own contribution to the effort.

Our birds, launched at the speed we were traveling—along with their own propulsion added to the mix—left us behind on their journey of destruction. I zoomed my own visuals in as much as I could to see the effect they would have on the enemy formation. I hoped for at least one or two kills, but knew that might be unrealistic from this range. We weren’t the only sentients with Point Defense Systems (PDS).

As we sped towards the confrontation, I wondered how my brother was doing. Griff, nope, Yargriff—a name even now I still wasn’t used to—was off leading a small battle group of his own, seeking out the rest of the missing Kholdrax fleet. Solving the mystery of what happened to them would either add to or take away from our current bag of troubles. Like much of the Gardranian fleet, they didn’t show up after the cosmic wakeup call that went out when the Vakness started messing with slumbering ancient starships. Unlike the rest of ours, though, much of the Kholdrax fleet was still MIA, which was fine with me.

I missed Griff. We’d been in several battles together since he’d shed most of his physical body and had his consciousness merged with a Gardranian AI, becoming what they call a hybrid AI. He now ran a heavy cruiser called Sentinel, and I couldn’t be prouder and more creeped out at the same time. I hoped he was okay.

“Corsellus, you’re getting too far ahead,” Hex said over the regular open channel.

That was unusual. He didn’t have to do that. He had the private AI command channel for directing battle actions. He must have wanted me to know what was going on and to snap me out of my musings about my brother.

“Core, back off, you’re going too fast,” Ventalius said.

“I’m going to hit them hard point blank as I go past,” she replied as Triumph skipped across the system at her best possible speed. “The rest of you be ready to back me up after I take a few of them down.”

Movement from the enemy formation caught my eye. The screen of cruisers surrounding the battleship spread out, parting ever so slightly, like someone peeking through their living room curtains at someone knocking at the door.

“Guys, they’re up to something weird,” I warned.

Warlord increased speed to what we’d taken to calling “flank speed”; a fancy way of saying he was going all out, his gravity drive pushed to its max. He, too, was breaking away from the group. This wasn’t the disciplined Venty that we all knew and could count on to be aggressive. It was an open secret that the two AI had formed a special bond in the months since we’d found Corsellus. This was Ventalius being overprotective, and it was a problem.

“Ventalius, you’re breaking formation,” I said. “Back off and rejoin the group.”

“Negative,” he replied. “She can’t go in alone, it’s suicide.”

Just then the first of our missiles impacted the enemy’s collective shield wall, blinding all our sensors for a moment before the filters compensated for the visual disruption. That few seconds was all it took. Triumph was shattered. A ship-killing maser beam from the battleship’s main gun that it was built around had blasted through her remaining shields like they hadn’t even been there and reduced her to molten pieces that continued along her original trajectory. She was gone.

“NO!” Ventalius screamedver the open channel as he kept Warlord on an intercept course for the enemy battle group.

Even as the rest of our missiles hammered their shields into near uselessness, alternating frequencies or not, the enemy returned the favor. Only, the entire barrage of projectiles that they launched were all aimed at Warlord. With the speed at which he was approaching their formation, there was no way he could even attempt to evade them.

Ventalius gave as good as he was going to get, firing every cannon and adding his penetrator guns to the mix, but the enemy flight screamed into his shields even as his return fire left its respective muzzles. Warlord’s shield generators overloaded and exploded in seconds, allowing the rest of the missiles to detonate directly against her unprotected hull. Two of them scored direct hits into the engineering section, while three more plowed through to Warlord’s munitions storage, setting off entire groups of missiles that added their fire to the exploding power plants.

The resulting violent but brief fireball burned like a small sun, sending shockwaves out in all directions. Stronghold bucked as she passed through them and beyond Warlord’s final position along with the rest of our group. There was no time to mourn, no time to even register the loss really. We had our hands full with the enemy directly in front of us.

Warlord’s attack finished the work our initial pounding started. The enemy’s shields were completely down. Our PBC fire tore into them as we passed, savagely ripping open hulls to expose crews and inner workings to the vacuum of space. Penetrator rounds went right through the cruisers and into the battleship that they surrounded, hammering through to the bridge at the soft, chewy center of the ship.

I watched with grim satisfaction as the battleship listed off course and the smaller explosions of internal systems rippled through her hull. The cruisers that hadn’t become the newest satellites in Rornatha Prime’s orbit were attempting to bug out, desperately operating attitudinal thrusters to turn their least damaged sides to us as they fired up their own gravity drives to pull away.

Not today.

“Hex, none of them leave the system alive,” I said. My voice sounded dead to me. No tone at all as I brought Stronghold around for another pass at the fleeing enemy.

“Kai,” Hex said, a note of concern in his voice. “They are moving away; the danger to the planet has been neutralized.”

I felt my eyes narrow, my brow furrowing so hard my head was hurting. “None. Of. Them. Leave.”

I didn’t have to repeat the order for Champion and Steadfast. They’d already combined their weapons’ fire to pick off one of the cruisers as it fled, reducing it to drifting wreckage. I’d already selected these ships as targets for Hex, and there was no reason for him not to fire. But just to emphasize my point, I zoomed in on one cruiser that was ahead of the pack on its way back to its fellow Dominion ships.

“Start with that one,” I said.

Hex didn’t argue any further. Multiple PBCs fired, gouging into the engineering section of the fugitive vessel. The resulting blooms of released energy as her power plants went up set her at an odd angle as she kept on her course, now a powerless hulk. There were still signs of life as escape pods fired off into the black. Some of them were getting away!

I was about to order him to fire on it again, but stopped myself. Anger ruled my thoughts. I’d just lost two friends and I wanted payback, but this wasn’t who I was. If I killed helpless people, even enemies, I’d be sticking myself into a category that I’d worked hard to stay out of. Had I killed? Yes. Was I a murderer? Hell no.

“Hey, there’re some cruisers launching missiles at the planet!” Stan, the AI of our smaller runabout ship, the Specter II, said. “Lemme loose, I can take ’em down!”

As far as Gardranian AIs were concerned, Stan was unique. He’d been created by his “Dad”, Hexpallus, without the usual restrictions that Hex himself had built in; like not being allowed to pilot his own ship, or select targets for his weapons systems on his own. Stan was also programmed to learn, and one of the first things he did early in his development was imprint on my brother, which is why he sounded like a South Side tough guy. He’d also recently started flying Specter II on his own, much to the dismay of the rest of the more traditional Gardranian AIs.

“Negative, Stan,” I told him. “We got this. Stay put. The rest of the fleet is already concerned about you being a loose cannon. Let’s not add fuel to that fire.”

“Damnit, people are about to die! This ain’t the time to be pussyfootin’ around!”

I closed the channel so he couldn’t hear me. “Lock him down, Hex. I’ll get us close to the strays.”

“Done,” Hex said. “Kai, it’s not the cruisers. That battleship is still active. I’m detecting multiple missile launches from her.”

Shit. I’d counted her out too early, and now people were going to pay the ultimate price for my mistake.

I punched Stronghold’s gravity drive to flank speed and tore away from the formation, back towards the drifting battleship and its growing debris field. The contrails of several missiles led away from the dying ship into the upper atmosphere of Rornatha Prime. I was too late to stop them. All I could do now was make sure that no more followed.

I slewed Stronghold into a sideways turn, continuing to coast on our original vector, lining up the main disruptor gun with the battleship. “Hex, we have to take it down.”

“I know,” the AI replied. Was that reluctance, or regret I heard in his voice?

The battleship wasn’t finished surprising us. Just as we’d lined up with her she altered her position, lining her massive main maser on us and firing before we did. Only the fact that I controlled Stronghold with thoughts instead of manual controls saved us from a lot more damage.

As soon as the blast registered in my visual, I shunted Stronghold to the side while keeping the main gun focused on the enemy. Their maser grazed our left flank, partially blocked by our shields, but at the close range a lot of it got through, boiling off armor which reformed into frozen, misshapen chunks. Damage alarms rang out and the repair-bots were activated for the first time this battle.

A moment passed, then Hex finally triggered the giant disruptor cannon that Stronghold was built around. The beam struck the enemy amidships, reducing everything it touched into the basic atomic building blocks of the universe. The rest of the ship fell apart without the central structure holding it together. The upper half, caught up in the planet’s gravity, began a slow descent to her surface. I wasn’t worried about casualties there. She’d break apart into very small chunks in the upper atmosphere.

The other half somehow stayed in an orbit that would eventually allow it to break free of the planet’s influence, and out into the larger solar system. That didn’t help the residents of the surface, but I considered it a small break for them at least.

I didn’t want to, but I turned my attention to the sensor feed of the missiles’ progress to their target population centers. They seemed to move in slow motion across my visual cortex as I tracked them, but that was an illusion brought about by my own adrenaline reaction and the horror at not being able to do anything to stop them.

From the surface, several air defense batteries launched countermeasures against the incoming doom and managed to take two of them down. That saved two cities at least. The Dominion liked to target one bird per city and let the survivors fall into the anarchy of trying to live in the aftermath of a ship-killer missile vaporizing half of their town. The Dominion said it was reflective of the struggle of life in the universe to attain greatness, or some bullshit like that. The truth was they liked to watch people suffer, and no one could convince me of anything different.

The first missile struck the city of Amnonicum on the northern continent with a soundless flash of destructive light that was deceptively pretty. The cities of Tarronem and Stellock were next to go. Millions of helpless innocents gone in less time than it took to tell it. As the last of the fireballs turned into mushroom-shaped clouds that blossomed into the upper atmosphere, I finally shut off the feed to my visual cortex and closed my eyes.

The afterimages persisted.

“Kai, we did all we could,” Hex reminded me.

“Not helping, Hex,” I said, rubbing my eyes, hoping the images would fade. How’d they get wet? Must have gotten some dust in them.

“Kai, we have a situation,” Rabun said over the internship comms. “We’ve finished chasing down the rest of the cruisers threatening the planet, but the Regent is in trouble.”

I instantly put the tactical display back into my implant feeds from the ship, zeroing in on the last known position of Corallus, the Gardranian king for want of a better term. He was their supreme leader and the only ship named after the hybrid AI that ran it.

A whole flock of frigates was closing in on her. Wolves surrounding the wounded stray. These were the new missile frigates that the Dominion had developed at the shipyard we’d recently destroyed. They were basically a bunch of missile launchers wrapped around a gravity drive and thruster system with a few rail guns and masers slapped on the outside as an afterthought. They ran a minimal crew, were simple to make, and therefore, at least up until a few weeks ago, easy to replace. We’d put a major crimp in their style by taking down the yard that created them, and I hoped that kept Rashnahl up at night.

The problem was that a small group of these can fill space with thousands of ship-killers in just a few seconds, then wash, rinse, and repeat for several more volleys before they would need to resupply. They would have lots of time for that because generally no fleet could withstand that kind of punishment. They marked a major turn in the way the Dominion fought, and not one I was crazy about.

As if my thoughts caused it to happen they launched, and from my perspective, burning across the system to help, it looked like the Regent ship was doomed.


CHAPTER
TWO



The Regent wasn’t completely surrounded by the time the frigates launched their payloads at him. Their timing didn’t make sense to me. It seemed like they’d shot their wad early because, at the range they’d chosen, Corallus would have lots of time to plot PDS solutions to the incoming birds. Of course, that might not make a significant difference with the sheer number of missiles they’d sent his way. It was well over a thousand. Even if the projectiles could be dealt with, there was the problem of the other armaments they carried. If enough birds got through the Regent’s shields could be reduced to nothing, allowing the few guns the frigates carried to tear her apart.

Both needed reductions, and before I even had fully worked out what to do, I’d turned Stronghold on to a course that took us directly across their path.

“Kai, do we have a plan?” Hex asked, as I hadn’t bothered to target any of the incoming frigates.

“Not really,” I replied, which I knew wasn’t going to reassure the AI at all. He’d always known me as a meticulous planner. This off the cuff action was a little new to me. “Prep the new missile control modules.”

“I can help with that!” Stan said, finally turning the comms back on. “And when we’re done, you and me are gonna have a chat about shutting me out of comms during a friggin’ battle.”

I didn’t have time for this. “Later, Stan, and no you can’t help right now, so pipe down and stay out of it!”

“This sucks!” the AI said before killing the channel himself this time.

“Kai, I don’t have any of the control modules loaded into missiles yet,” Hex said. “The delivery systems for the new design aren’t finished.”

“I know,” I replied. “We’re going to have to wing it. Just put the modules into some tubes and use the compression system to send them out. They’ll spread out into a cloud behind us, and the enemy birds will fly right through them.”

There was a brief pause as Hex ran through some calculations, or projected the spread of the modules once he’d sent them out. We still had time before we needed to disperse them to have the proper effect. That window was shrinking, though.

“Working,” he said.

I didn’t press for details. Likely this meant he was diverting bots to load the open containers of modules directly into the launchers prior to sending them into space.

Since he was doing his part I adjusted Stronghold’s course, projecting the path I thought we needed to go across the horde of incoming missiles to disperse the modules. The timing of it all was razor-close, but that was all we had to work with.

“Corallus,” I said over ship-to-ship. “Don’t launch any countermeasures against those incoming birds. Hex and I are going to try something.”

“Whatever it is make it quick, Stronghold,” Corallus said, an edge to his voice that alarmed me. Even under battle conditions I’d never heard him sound like that.

Hex must have noticed my reaction. “Kai, you may not have made the connection, but he did just lose his sister a few minutes ago.”

Man, I was an idiot sometimes. The name conventions of the Gardranians were fairly straightforward as far as my translation software was concerned. Rendered into English I should have seen it, but the Regent never mentioned it, and Triumph’s pilot certainly never brought it up. Probably neither wanted to give the appearance of favoritism.

“No, I didn’t, Hex, so thanks. We ready?”

“You’re on course, though the timing will be very close,” the AI responded.

“Can’t be helped,” I said. “We need to dump the modules in time for them to disperse, but not so far out that the birds can fly around them.”

“You’re assuming that they’ll even detect them, much less recognize them as a threat,” Hex reminded me.

“Yes, I am. The last time I underestimated Dominion tech, people died.”

An awkward silence followed, as Hex didn’t seem to quite know what to say to that. He couldn’t refute the point, that was for damn sure. If I hadn’t counted that battleship out, the Regent might not be short one sister and our squad down by two ships. It was going to take me a while to get over that one. I’d have to deal with that later, so I boxed those feelings up and tossed them into my mental closet.

The swarm of missiles grew closer as I adjusted Stronghold’s flight path. We were almost within range for some of them to pick us up as a target of opportunity, which could be bad. The Regent pushed his gravity drive to the max, trying to get out of the way, and should have sent out anti-missiles by now at the very least, but had held off at my suggestion. I had an ulterior motive for that. I didn’t want to get in their way. Friendly fire isn’t friendly.

“Cut the modules loose whenever you need to, Hex,” I said as we crossed the point of no return and flew across the frontline of approaching projectiles.

There were muted whooshing sounds from the right-side launchers as the gas compression system that we used to sometimes launch unpowered missiles activated. My tactical display lit up with a red cloud of modules as I traversed the swarm. Each dot represented one of Nruz’s little babies that, once attached, overcame the missile’s simple control AI, giving that control to Hex via a subspace channel. Hex could then detonate them early or, most disconcertingly to the bad guys, send their own birds back at them. I don’t know how they worked; hell, I didn’t even get how they attached to the missiles without getting destroyed. Nruz tried to explain it to me once, and my eyes glazed over.

Me pilot. Me fly big ship.

The incoming projectiles grew larger on my tactical as they got closer at a rate that was making me a little antsy. I wasn’t sure I’d timed the route properly.

When the targeting alarms of several birds pinging and acquiring a new target—namely us—sounded, I was sure of it.

“Kai,” Hex said in warning.

“I know! I know!”

I sent Stronghold on a different angle that would allow us more time to evade or destroy the missiles that locked onto us. At this range, though, we wouldn’t have a lot of room for error. I had to be dead on with my piloting. Then again, this was space. It was freaking huge. That built in a fair amount of fudge factor, right?

As the alarms regarding the incoming missiles grew louder and more insistent, I continued more or less on course as Hex dumped more modules into space as we went.

“Just let me know when you’re done chumming the water so I can break away, pal!” I said.

“I do not understand that reference,” Hex said. “Chumming is the act of baiting marine predators, usually sharks, on your home world.”

“Right, which is kind of what we’re— You know, what never mind. Just tell me when I can break off.”

“Now, Kai,” Hex said as he finished ejecting modules and our PDS opened fire on the birds that were getting too close to us.

I moved Stronghold downward relative to the position of Corallus and the missiles as my tactical display showed them plowing straight into the spreading clouds of modules that we’d put into space. The lack of sound in space battles sometimes made things very anti-climactic.

The rest was up to Hex. All I had to do now was not die, which was complicated by the fact that about 150 enemy missiles had gotten confused in the cloud of modules and were now chasing us.

“Any time now, Hex!” I shouted as I adjusted our vector again, desperate to put some distance between us. Our PDS thinned the herd a little, but nowhere near enough for me to be comfortable.

“I need a few seconds to establish the connections. Keep in mind, Kai, that I am attempting to override several thousand missile targeting systems and redirect them.”

“Great, I get that. Start with the ones chasing us!”

Hex didn’t bother to reply as I sent Stronghold on yet another sudden course change. The enemy birds were gaining. If they got too close, proximity fuses would detonate and we’d still lose a bunch of shield nodes. I hoped our bots were ready to go with replacements.

The alarms shut off as suddenly as they’d begun, and the lack of sound startled me. My tactical display showed all enemy birds breaking their pursuit and engaging in wide, sweeping turns that would take them back to the ships that launched them. The Dominion frigates hadn’t been paying much attention up to this point, apparently because they were all still burning in hot right on the tails of their ordnance, determined to administer the killing blow once the Regent’s shields were down.

This meant that there was no way for them to avoid their own missiles as they saw that they were now the targets. I imagined the Vakness and Kholdrax faces on the frigates as they helplessly watched the turn of events; and to be honest, it made me all warm inside. That should probably worry me. Then again, these bastards just nuked several towns’ worth of non-combatants, so to hell with them.

The frigates slammed into the horde of projectiles with explosions of biblical proportions. Enough to wipe out their shields several times over. By the time the sensors cleared from the interference the detonations caused, there wasn’t even much of a debris field left.

“I’d say that counts as a successful test of Nruz’s design,” Hex said.

“He’ll be thrilled, I’m sure,” I said, bringing Stronghold around and aiming her back into the thick of the ongoing shootout between our armada and the Dominion ships. “But you might want to load the rest of them, because unless we do this same trick again we’re about to lose a bunch of cruisers and destroyers.”

The enemy had formed what we’d taken to calling a wall, where they lined their ships up in a grid and launched everything they had at different ships one volley at a time. The result was that individual ships were overwhelmed by enemy missile fire, and the smaller faster ships could zip in and finish them off.

Just such a wall had been formed at the edge of the battlespace around the planet, and they’d sent their first three volleys into the fray already. The system mapped out the trajectory of each flight, and the destroyer Defiance was the ship that would take the hits first unless something drastic changed. Like enemy missiles suddenly turning on their masters.

I sped Stronghold across the space in between their wall of ships and the intended targets, with Hex sowing the clouds of modules in the path of the incoming birds. We successfully deployed two groups, when I realized that we weren’t going to make it into the path of the flight zeroing in on the cruiser Allegiance in time to help.

“Narsuhl, we’re not going to be able to get there in time,” I warned Allegiance’s pilot. “Launch anti-missiles and engage with PDS!”

“Negative, Stronghold,” Narsuhl responded. “Already used up all my anti-missiles. I’m getting away from the others and hoping PDS helps.”

As we spoke, Hex redirected the missiles that he’d assumed control of back towards the ships that launched them. The commanders of those ships, having already seen what happened the last time Hex pulled this stunt, scattered their formation. About half the missiles heading to that rapidly dispersing group of ships broke off and sped towards the flight inbound to Allegiance.

“I might not be able to stop them all, but I can detonate them once they are close enough and hope that whatever is left can be handled by Allegiance’s PDS,” Hex said.

There was no strain in his voice, which shouldn’t have surprised me. It wasn’t like he had physical vocal cords to betray his emotional state. But the fact that he controlled hundreds of individual missiles while keeping track of the overall battle and everyone’s place in it was a little mind-blowing for me. I got stressed when I had more than one Dominion ship chasing us. The level of focus Hex was capable of was damn near God-like.

The birds split into two diverging groups as they neared their targets. The group going after the formerly organized wall was breaking into smaller flights to chase down individual ships, smashing into shields and weakening them, followed by penetrator rounds that I hadn’t even realized he’d fired.

Most of my attention focused on Allegiance and the group he’d tasked to intercept the birds headed her way. This was going to be close. As the missiles Hex controlled crossed in front of the group targeting Allegiance, he triggered their detonation. Warheads erupted in fiery blossoms that engulfed the approaching missiles as they continued on their course undaunted. At least until they were overwhelmed by the fury of the explosions and detonated themselves. Considering how brief their explosions were in vacuum, that was some split-second timing. Way to go, Hex!

There was a game on my dad’s old-school Atari system called Missile Command, where the player shot down an incoming nuclear warhead barrage with missiles of his own. I sucked at it, but this looked very similar as the mutual destruction raged across my tactical display.

From the original number of enemy projectiles barreling down on Allegiance, fewer than twenty got through the literal firewall that Hex threw in their path. PDS guns and PBC cannons alike filled the space around the cruiser as she cut them down, allowing only two to reach her still full-strength shields.

The other group tore into the still-scattering Dominion vessels, softening them up just in time for Champion and Steadfast to open fire on them from midrange, rendering most of them immobile if not utterly incapable of supporting the lives of their crews. Escape pods shot off into the void, their desperate flight taking them to the nearest planetary body capable of sustaining life. That could end up being a problem for the inhabitants of Rornatha. We’d have to address the stragglers and survivors that made landfall there. Although, I had an idea that the locals might have a welcome party already planned for them. That wasn’t a shindig I wanted an invite to, at least not as the guest of honor.

The rest of our fleet dealt with the invaders in deadly fashion, judging by my tactical display. Their numbers were reduced by over half and were attempting to reform their wall. However, the Regent had two of his other command-and-control ships—Axiom and Gallant—issue a new set of deployment plans that held our cruisers back to pepper the Dominion ships at long-range with continuous volleys of ship-killers, while the destroyers flew in close to bleed them with short-range PBC fire.

The battleships hung back at mid-range, and when they could align themselves properly they fired their main guns, the electromagnetically-propelled hardened alloy rounds ripping entire ships apart in one shot. From where I watched it was impressive as hell and reminded me how the Gardranians had, with fewer numbers, beaten the original Kholdrax aggressors into running and hiding eons ago. Sometimes numbers weren’t enough. Superior tactics and firepower could win the day.

Since our group was now down by two, we’d been ordered once again to watch for stragglers.

“Kai, there is a situation developing at Rornatha,” Hex advised.

“What is it?” I asked. “The Dor’Anians firing on the escape pods?”

I’d said it as a joke. Hex’s answer shocked me.

“Yes, they are.”

“What the hell?” I demanded.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. The Dor’Anians were the good guys. They’d worked tirelessly over the last several centuries to introduce the concepts of law and order into the greater galaxy. They’d policed the really rotten species, and at least tried to contain the damage done by the Vakness Empire before it aligned with the Kholdrax. They didn’t commit war crimes. That just didn’t happen.

My tactical display belied that idea. As the Dominion escape pods neared Rornatha’s upper atmosphere, bright, stuttered lances of energy that could only be the pulse lasers of Dor’Anian defense craft speared them with multiple shots each. The pods flew apart under the assault, as they weren’t even armored aside from the basic amount standard for small aerospace craft. The suckers didn’t stand a chance. It was a freaking skeet shoot.

“Dor’Anian defense forces, this is Kai Fletcher of the Gardranian Armada!” I yelled over the open comms channel. “Cease fire! I say again, cease fire on the Dominion escape pods!”

There weren’t that many pods left, and while I’d pictured a waiting party of armed Dor’Anians to welcome the defeated invaders to the surface, this was straight up murder. Something had to be done.

Before I knew what I was doing, I’d thrown Stronghold into flank speed on a direct line towards the nearest group of escape pods making their automated way to the planet. As I approached them, I could see Vakness and a few Kholdrax inside desperately trying to override the automated systems of the controls so they didn’t get within range of the Dor’Anian patrol craft surrounding the planet.

“Hex, we need to extend our shields around that group of pods; can you do that?”

“I’ll need to reconfigure the shield nodes, and overall shielding capacity will be reduced, but yes. Give me a moment and get as close as you can to the group.”

I did as he said and brought Stronghold within a few miles of the group. I would have gotten closer, but as the pods closed the distance to the planet their sensors must have picked up on the danger, because they started weaving around as if trying to avoid being targeted.

“Dor’Anian defense fleet, again, cease fire on the escape pods. This is murder, not defense,” I broadcasted.

“These monsters destroyed our families!” a voice finally replied over comms. “They deserve nothing less than a fast trip to the lower hells!”

“And what about your place in the warrior’s hell?” I asked. I was willing to use any reason, and if this guy was religious at all I might have a shot.

“That’s a Stolitai tradition!” the voice spat.

“But it’s a concept they picked up from your people,” I reminded him. “Murderers don’t get a seat at the long table. They work in the kitchen for eternity, or worse, shovel out the barns. Come on! Call your people off!”

He wasn’t buying it. “They have to die!”

“And they will, someday, somewhere, but does it have to be by you?”

Stronghold was in position and Hex added a new icon to my display. A representation of the extended shields wrapped around the small group of escape pods as we all moved towards Rornatha’s upper atmosphere.

“What are you doing?” the Dor’Anian voice asked.

“What’s it look like? Escort,” I replied.

“You need to move,” the Dor’Anian said. “They will not be allowed to land.”

“Then I guess you’ll have to take me out, too.”

There was silence from the Dor’Anian. I didn’t know who he was, as he’d wisely neglected to identify himself. Honestly, I didn’t know if they were going to continue firing or not, but I couldn’t let that stop me. I’d crossed a lot of lines in my life, but the murder line was one I’d been pretty good at avoiding. Maybe it didn’t mean anything in the long run, but it meant something to me now.

Another wrinkle was that Gardranian ships didn’t really make landfall. In fact, they didn’t generally do well in atmosphere. Gravity drives had issues the closer they got to a planet. This was one of the reasons we’d built Specter and Specter II with more conventional repulsor and thruster systems added on. I could escort them all the way down, but it wouldn’t be easy by any stretch.

I needed some assurance. “Look, if these clowns get down there and start tearing up the place, then put them down like the dogs they are. But don’t sink to their level.”

Another pause. Then he spoke again; this time not to me, but the ships around his. “All ships disengage.”

The words sounded bitter, like they were sticking in his throat.

The small group of Dor’Anian naval vessels pushed themselves apart with maneuvering thrusters, opening a space for the pods to pass through. I kept Stronghold as close to them as I could, right up until the point where they were skipping across and then burning into the upper atmosphere. Warning lights and sounds activated as I got too far into the planet’s gravity well and my energy distortion point weakened. The planet was trying to drag me down with the pods, and if I got much closer It would be almost impossible to pull out.

I applied the maneuvering thrusters at their max output and reversed the energy distortion point to a position behind us. Stronghold slowed her descent, and then I felt her back up.

I got Stronghold into a stable orbital slot while still keeping an eye on the escape pods. They headed towards a landing point somewhere on the southern continent, or one of the island chains surrounding it.

“You did the right thing, man,” I said to the unnamed Dor’Anian would-be-murderer.

“Doesn’t feel like it,” came his reply.

“Kai, there’s a—” Hex began. But before he could finish the sentence one of the ships forming the blockade around Rornatha vanished in a hail of rail gun darts and maser fire, their shields buckling under the assault seconds before the destruction.

“What the hell?” I demanded, spinning Stronghold to meet this new threat.

It wasn’t a new threat. It was an old one. Several Dominion ships—a destroyer and four frigates—had banded together, interlocking their shields, and were firing on the Dor’Anian blockade. No, that wasn’t quite right. They were firing past the blockade like their pals, taking aim at the planet itself. Rail gun fire and ship-sized maser beams went through the Dor’Anian vessels streaking towards the surface, and there was nothing I could do about it because I was in direct line of fire as well.

Impacts against Stronghold’s shields tore my attention away from the planet to the damage report screen. Shields were down to half. What the hell just hit us?

“Rail gun fire from that new formation has taken several shield nodes offline. I was in the process of reconfiguring them at the time,” Hex reported, almost like he’d read my mind.

“How’d they sneak up on us?” I asked.

“They hugged the planet’s upper atmosphere and essentially hid behind it as they traveled along, popping up over the southern pole and right on top of us.”

“Neat trick,” I said. “Their shields interlocked?”

“They are,” Hex observed.

“Obviously they haven’t gotten the memo,” I said, pushing the gravity drive to three- quarter output and flying straight at them.

The interlocked shields trick was an old one out of the Kholdrax playbook that used to give my Gardranian pals fits, because their main disruptor guns were practically useless against the reinforced shields they formed. That changed once Hex and I got together. We’d figured out that if we altered the frequency of our particle beam cannons we could match that of their shields and cut through them like butter. It was the whole reason the Dominion had developed the shield frequency randomizer tech.

When they interlocked, though, no one controller could change the frequencies of the combined shields, and thus the randomizer effect didn’t work.

“Nice of them to gather all in one place,” I said, targeting the group of ships. “Obviously, Admiral Rashnahl isn’t here directing this group of chuckleheads. Hex, do your stuff.”

It wasn’t advisable to fly straight into the teeth of a formation of Dominion warships like this, especially since our shields were down to half their normal strength. But I was confident in Hex’s ability as a gunner to handle the problem.

He didn’t disappoint. The typical frequency of the interlocked shield wall was a known factor to us, and Hex opened up on them as we closed the distance with the particle beam cannons set at the correct level. Fish in a barrel.

Only, nothing happened. Well, not nothing exactly, but certainly not what I was expecting. Instead of slicing through to the unprotected enemy hulls, the PBC fire splashed harmlessly against the shield wall as we passed by and I kicked us to flank speed out of reflex. Something was very wrong.

The enemy fire continued unabated toward the almost defenseless planet below. Not totally helpless, though. The Dor’Anian ships remaining in the blockade shifted their positions, interspersing themselves in between the planet and the attackers. Some of them flew their ships straight into masers intended for the surface and vanished in expanding clouds of superheated air as their ships flew apart around them.

Tearing myself away from the spectacle of death, I focused on removing the threat. I couldn’t just watch them die.

Once we were past the enemy formation, they released a volley of missiles after us that I wasn’t going to be able to avoid. “Hex, what the hell happened? Why aren’t they unalived?”

“It would appear that the Dominion has solved the problem of randomizing their interlocked shield walls,” Hex replied.

“Well, that’s just great!” I yelled as our PDS shot down several of the missiles coming at us.

The rest slammed into our rear shields, despite my best efforts at dodging them. Stronghold bucked under the assault, and I had to shift my focus entirely to controlling her. I thought her into a series of hard turns. If I couldn’t avoid the missiles, at least I could throw off their aim for the other weapons they carried.

Not that they didn’t give it the old college try. Rail gun darts and maser fire chased us as I tried to gain some room to maneuver. Hex unleashed a horde of missiles of his own to weaken the shield wall, but their combined PDS took most of them out before they could arrive on target.

“We’re out of missile control modules, aren’t we?” I asked, a dim hope firing up in my chest.

“Apologies, but yes,” Hex said. “Backup is coming.”

“That’s good news,” I said. “Hope they hurry.”

“Is this fast enough for you, Kai?” the Regent, Corallus, said over the main comms channel that I hadn’t realized I was broadcasting on.

A hurricane of ship-killers screamed past us and into the enemy formation, crippling then obliterating their interlocked shields. The next wave of birds did much the same to the ships themselves, tearing into newly vulnerable hulls and ripping them apart. No escape pods launched this time.

“Thanks for the save, Corallus,” I said.

“Not to worry,” he replied. “We were already headed this way when that formation snuck around the circumference of the planet. We are currently mopping up the rest of their attacking fleet.”

“Corallus, there are multiple devastated cities down there,” I said. “What can we do to help?”

“We can bring the other ships into orbit and use our own maintenance-bots as search and rescue machines to bring survivors out of the rubble,” Corallus responded.

“Great call, let’s do that,” I agreed.

“I am prepping a group of maintenance-bots and directing them to the Specter II’s cargo bay,” Hex announced.

“Oh, lookit, I finally get to do somethin’,” Stan said over the channel. The bitterness in his tone was obvious.

“Stan, knock it off,” I said. “Here’s your chance to be a big damn hero. Take the battle- bots with you in case any crash-landed bad guys get delusions of grandeur and ideas of harassment.”

“Oh yay, me and the three robotic stooges. This should be a frickin’ blast.”

I ignored Stan because just then a red comms alert flashed across the bottom of my display. An emergency signal blasted through subspace, addressed directly to Stronghold.

Hex opened the channel, and Tenegartan—our Gensoon financial rep the galaxy’s bankers had assigned to us—looked back at me. Their features were a little different than the last time we’d spoken. The jawline was more rugged, and there was muscle mass across the chest and shoulders that wasn’t there before. It looked like the Gensoon financial wizard had discovered a need to manifest as a male of his species for whatever reason. Maybe he’d (that felt weird) finally found a mate? The stricken look on his face wiped all thoughts of that question away, though.

“Tenegartan, what is it?” I asked.

“Kai, thanks the gods,” he said. “The Gensoon home world has fallen!”
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“Tenegartan, take a breath and tell me what’s happened. What do you mean by fallen?” I asked.

“That thrice-condemned-to-the-lowest-hell Rashnahl arrived a few hours ago, broadcasting intent to destroy Genastia.” He lowered his eyes for a second before raising them to me again, pain clearly written across his features. “The Gardranian force there was overwhelmed, but not before taking multiple attackers with them.”

I closed my eyes. Vindicator, Enforcer, Majestic, and Axiom, all gone? It couldn’t be. We’d been fighting together for less than a month since the rest of the armada had been found and brought together. They couldn’t be gone.

I shook myself out of it. I’d have to process that later. “Are the attackers still there?”

His eyes left mine again. “I don’t know. The system went dark a little while ago, and the Dominion stopped broadcasting.”

“Hex, loop the Regent in on this call now,” I ordered. This was not the time to discuss things as a group. This was a time for action.

My display split between Corallus and our Gensoon friend, the Regent’s avatar wearing a grave look of concern.

“Hexpallus has brought me up to date, Kai. I am ordering the fleet to prepare to make for Genastia immediately. The Dor’Anians can handle clean-up operations here.”

I nodded. “Understood, Corallus. Thank you. Tenegartan, we’re on our way. Should make it to the system soon.”

“Please to be hurrying, Kai. I know it may be too late to save most of my people, but some may survive. All our financial might will be at your disposal to help.”

I cut the connection, already moving Stronghold towards the closest Transition Space Jump point while accessing the star charts. Judging by how far the system was from our current position, if we went straight there, not using any of the typical rest stops to give the transition drives a break along the way, we could be there in six hours.

“New contact,” Hex announced.

My heart skipped a beat and an adrenaline surge hit my system. Had the Dominion fleet left Genastia and headed here to help their comrades? We didn’t really have time for that, but a little payback would feel great.

“Relax, Kai,” Hex chided me. “It’s Defender.”

“Defender? Yargriff is back already?”

“He has been gone for several weeks, Kai, which does seem brief considering his mission parameters. Perhaps he is responding to the call for help by the Gensoon?”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said while opening a channel to Defender. “Yargriff, what are you doing here?”

Yargriff’s avatar—which looked like my brother as I remembered him before he’d been merged and integrated into Defender as a hybrid AI—formed in my display. His trademark lopsided grin was in place. “Nice to see you, too, big brother. Did I come at a bad time?”

A second later, his expression darkened as I assumed he got a fast infodump from the Gardranian battle network.

“I think you just got your answer,” I said. “No time to chat, buddy. We’re heading out right now for Genastia.”

“I have to report to Corallus,” Yargriff said. “He needs to know what I found.”

“Know what?” I demanded, frustrated that, as usual, my brother thought whatever he had going on was more important than everything else.

“I found the rest of the Kholdrax fleet.”

I don’t know what my reaction was supposed to be, but the stunned silence I gave him wasn’t what Yargriff expected. “You’re going to have to explain it on the way,” I said at last.

The organized chaos of our entire fleet bugging out of the system gave way to the absolute boredom of a Transition Space tunnel. The interdimensional zone had absolutely nothing in the way of stuff to see. No gas stations, no roadside attractions, no biggest ball of twine in Minnesota. Nada. So it was the perfect time for us to have a meeting to hear Yargriff’s story.

Hex opened a new group channel to the Regent ship, inviting Corallus into our virtual conference room where Yargriff’s avatar and mine waited along with Hex. The Regent’s avatar looked apprehensive.

“Yargriff, what is the status of the enemy fleet?” he demanded. Not a big waster of time, our Regent.

“Dead, sir,” Yargriff responded. “Their fleet is completely inoperable, and all personnel are deceased. That’s the good news.”

The shock on my own face must have been as visible as the expression the Regent’s avatar wore. There were no words to process this.

“And the bad news?” I asked, recovering my wits at last.

“There’s a lot of intact ships that they could try to resurrect, or cannibalize for parts,” Yargriff said. “I planned to use Defender’s main gun to start the process of atomizing the remnants of their fleet, but it’s a hell of a big job. I would need help to finish it before the Dominion finds them, but that’s not why I came. There’s an additional problem.”

“Damn, this just keeps getting better,” I said.

“The system they chose to hibernate in is home to a lifeform unlike anything we’ve ever encountered before. It’s a spaceborne parasite that feeds on energy. As near as I can tell, it attacked their power systems and drained them over time. Eventually all cryo systems failed and the sleeping Kholdrax died in hibernation.”

I shook my head at the news. “This sounds like a bad Star Trek episode. How’d you figure this out?”

“The parasite attacked Defender while we were examining an infected Kholdrax ship,” Yargriff said. “They literally ate our shields. That’s what tipped me off to their presence. Then they traveled through the generator nodes and the conduits to our power plants and started suckin’ them dry.”

“My God, Griff!” I exclaimed.

“Yeah, it kinda freaked my shit out, too. When the first power plant went into emergency shutdown, they jumped to the next one. I shut them all down but one and they flocked to it like mosquitos to one of those outdoor traps.”

“Obviously you figured out a way to take them out. So what happened?” I asked.

“At first, I thought I could just let them feed and they’d drop off. So, I cranked the output of that last power plant to max and let ’em go.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Let me guess, bad idea?”

“Oh, hell yeah. They started reproducing.”

I snickered, and Yargriff shot me a dark look. “Hey, you got to admit it’s kind of funny on this side of it,” I said. “I get that at the time you were threatened and all, but I can just imagine the look on your face when you noticed that.”

“As you like to point out, I no longer have a real face, so it’s moot. Analysis showed that they attached a feeder tube to the electromagnetic field the reactors put out, like this.”

An image appeared in the middle of the virtual air over the conference table. The creature was a glowing grub-looking thing with elongated mouthparts. I was expecting teeth, but of course an alien that feeds on energy wouldn’t need teeth.

“How big are these things?” I asked.

“A few microns,” Yargriff answered. “And I still don’t know how they moved from the dead Kholdrax ship to ours so fast. They have no visible means of propulsion.”

“And how fast were they reproducing?” Corallus asked.

“Fast enough that I realized that the output of the power plant wasn’t going to be enough for them past a certain point after I ran the numbers,” Yargriff said. “Since that meant the systems that keep my physical components alive would be next to go, I had a vested interest in figurin’ this out.”

My brother always had a flair for the dramatic, but admittedly I was spellbound by the story. “What did you do?”

“I noticed that as long as their feeder tubes were connected, they drew power. It wasn’t like they were drinking through a straw. They had to disconnect to stop feeding. That reminded me of the skeeter trick from that summer camp we went to one year.”

“No way,” I said. “The muscle tensing trick?”

“That’s it,” Yargriff said with a wicked grin.

“For those of us unfamiliar…” Corallus began.

“Sorry, sir,” Yargriff said. “There is a small, winged, blood-sucking parasite on Earth called the mosquito, or skeeters as some folks back home call them. Kai and I got shipped off to a summer camp one year that bordered a bog, and it was lousy with them.”

“Since they couldn’t be avoided you had to live with the bites, until one of the older kids showed us the ‘skeeter trick’,” I interjected.

Yargriff continued, “Turns out a mosquito will draw blood from its victim as long as the needle-like mouthparts are inside, so if you let one land and drill down deep enough then tensed your muscle, they got stuck and kept on taking blood until they burst with a nasty little pop that left a blood spatter across your arm.”

“It was so damn cool,” I said. “Good times.”

“A delightful period from your youth that I’m certain I’ll hear more about later,” Corallus said, a look of distaste on his avatar’s features. “Please continue.”

“Long story short,” Yargriff said, “I realized that they were vibrating at a certain frequency to penetrate the magnetic field around the reactor, so I changed the output frequency to 180 degrees out of phase with them. Basically shocking them into a spasm so that they couldn’t disengage their feeding tubes. Once I had them engaged in force-feed mode, I left the reactor running and jettisoned it. When it was a few thousand miles out, they had more than they could hold and at least one of them went off, which triggered a chain reaction that knocked my ship across the system.”

“Damn,” I muttered. Yargriff was okay, and that’s what mattered, but I felt a flash of concern that he’d been all alone when this went down. What if he hadn’t been able to fix himself? Big-brother protectiveness doesn’t just go away when baby brother becomes a starship with enough firepower to level half a planet.

“I rebooted all of Defender’s systems and checked for stragglers,” Yargriff continued. “Once analysis revealed the ship was clean, I left the system and found you guys. I don’t know if any of them survived, but odds are good we’ll have more of them to deal with when we go back to finish the job.”

“If we go back at all,” Corallus said. “It seems to me that the dead Kholdrax fleet is fairly well protected from molestation by others. You can’t have been the first ship to run across the fleet in the eons since they met their fate.”

Yargriff’s avatar nodded. “Going over my ship’s sensor feeds, there were a lot of non-Kholdrax derelicts in the system, so that’s a fair point.”

It hit me suddenly that if Yargriff hadn’t figured this out all by himself, he would have suffered the same fate as the Kholdrax fleet and we’d never have known. Space was always trying to kill you. “Damn, bro. That’s a hell of a story.”

“And one we will have to analyze later, though I am pleased that you were able to overcome such a danger, Yargriff,” Corallus said. “Unfortunately, the Gensoon home world needs to take priority over the destruction of the remnants of the original Kholdrax fleet. In fact, this may be the perfect opportunity.”

“How’s that?” I asked. “Opportunity for what?”

“It is too soon to discuss it at the moment,” the Regent replied. “Much will hang on what happens at Genastia. For now, let us hasten to aid our friends.”
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A few hours later we exited Transition Space into the system that birthed the Gensoon as a species. The star was a nice friendly yellow, just like ours back home, and Genastia shared some similarities with Earth. All the usual stuff we looked for. Goldilocks zone, liquid water, and landmasses to support life. But Stronghold’s sensor feeds told a very grim story.

Destruction was system-wide, and we were too late to stop any of it. Dead ships and pieces of them drifted through the former battle-space around the planet, while a few shuttles attempted to rescue personnel.

“Hex, find me some survivors on those ships that are still intact. Stan and I will take Specter II to pull them out,” I ordered.

“Oh, sure,” Stan said. “Now you need me.”

“Stan,” I said in a warning tone.

“Sorry,” the AI said. “I’ll get prepped for takeoff.”

“Kai, I think you may be needed more on the surface,” Hex said, sending images to my display.

The major population centers on Genastia were devastated. Rail gun fire and ship-killer missiles had rained destruction from orbit like I’d never seen outside of a movie back home. Entire skylines were leveled, and there were clouds of dust and debris circulating the planet on its version of the jet stream that blocked the light of the local star. This planet was no longer inhabitable.

“We’re gonna need some bigger boats,” Stan said.

“We’re going to need a lot of bots,” I corrected. “I want as many maintenance-bots that will fit, and the battle-bots ready to go as fast as you can load them into Specter II. We’ll also need bots from the other ships in the armada.”

“I’m sending a call to the other ships for their assistance,” Hex said. “Kai, if you would be so kind as to place Stronghold into a stable orbit over the north pole of the planet, I will keep her there while you work on the surface.”
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The next several days became a blur of trips back and forth from Stronghold to the surface of Genastia. We dug survivors out of the rubble and evacuated them to the ships until they couldn’t hold any more. Then we took them to Paradise Station for processing and relocation on Harmony, the Gensoon financial hub world. It took many trips.

We also buried the dead. A lot of dead. So many that it numbed my soul and broke my heart. This was what the Dominion intended for Earth as well. That thought plagued me.

The ship-killers that ravaged the surface left the atmosphere poisonous, forcing us to wear emergency vacsuits the whole time. Pulling people from the rubble was dangerous, as sometimes sharp edges tried to poke through the force field keeping radiation out and breathable air in. We lost a couple of rescue workers that way.

“Hex,” I said, entering the command center after a grueling shift where the rescuers became in need of rescue because of a building collapse. “I need something better than a vacsuit.”

“What did you have in mind?” the AI asked.

“Not sure. Some kind of armored EVA suit that can keep me from being perforated by rubble, and maybe even useful in EVA combat if it ever comes down to it. I know it’s too late in the game for this operation to work something up, but maybe you and Nruz can put your heads together and design something sturdy yet functional.”

“I’ll get some preliminary designs worked up and sent to Nruz. I’m sure he will be excited to have something new to work on.”

“What would we do without that little guy?”

“Experience substantially more peace and quiet?” Hex suggested.

The whole time we worked, a worry ate away at the back of my mind that we were on a clock and it was running out of time. The Dominion had made a statement with this attack, sure, but they’d also promised death and destruction to the home worlds of all the species that in their view gave them trouble. I knew I was at the top of Rashnahl’s personal shit list.

Earth had to be next.

In a rare break from the overwhelming task of evacuating an entire planet, or what was left of it—made easier with the arrival of a fleet of passenger cruisers that the Gensoon had bought wholesale from the cruise line that ran them—I sent a comms request to the Regent. He answered right away.

“Kai, what can I do for you?” Corallus greeted as his avatar appeared in Stronghold’s control center.

“Thanks for meeting with me,” I replied. “I know you have a lot going on.”

“True, but your own efforts here have been nothing short of heroic, not to mention tiring. I have the luxury of being a hybrid AI, therefore I have no physical body to grow weary. You, my friend, on the other hand, look exhausted.”

At the Regent’s words, 2814—my trusty personal assistant bot—dashed out of my quarters with an Amp energy drink for me. I’d just finished one but I took it from him anyway, giving him a little friendly pat on the head. “Thanks, buddy.”

Corallus watched the little bot exit with an amused smile. “I’m assuming that you’re about to voice your concerns as to the Dominion’s next target?”

“Yes sir,” I replied. “They’ve made good on two out of three attacks on the home worlds of the species that annoy them the most. Earth has to be next. I’m asking for a detachment of ships to join Stronghold in a mission to stop them.”

“I understand your logic, though I’m not sure that I agree with it,” Corallus said. “There have been attacks on other Gensoon worlds by this group of Dominion warships led by Admiral Rashnahl. Harmony recently came under attack, but our local pickets stopped them. I think the Dominion is determined to wipe them out completely before turning its attention to humanity.”

“But you don’t know that!” I blurted. “This could all be a big-ass smoke screen to keep us busy while they reduce Earth to a cinder like they did Genastia. Earth doesn’t even have orbital defense platforms in place. She’s completely unprepared for an alien attack like this.”

The Regent looked uncomfortable, which was fine with me. I wanted it that way. Maybe it would push him over the edge and give me a task force to defend Earth with.

“Kai, what I hinted at when Yargriff shared his story with us needs to be discussed. We have an opportunity here to crush the Dominion fleet before it can recover from recent losses. Now that we know there will be no reinforcements from the rest of the Kholdrax fleet, we can end the entire threat so no more worlds suffer the fate of Genastia. But it will take every ship we have to run them down.”

“Except for the task force Rashnahl is leading against Earth,” I said, my tone bitter and unforgiving.

The Regent’s avatar winced, but he recovered quickly. “You don’t know that.”

“The hell I don’t. This is a turf war and they want to send a message. That’s what Genastia was, and it was a damn good one. These little brushfire attacks are designed to get your attention away from what’s coming. I doubt Rashnahl has even bothered to show up to those, has he.”

“There have been no sensor recordings of his flagship, no,” the Regent reluctantly agreed.

“See? Total smokescreen. We need to get to Earth before he does. If nothing else, I need to warn the governments of my home world that they’re in danger. I’m not asking, by the way. I am going, with or without the rest of the armada.”

“Kai, you’re asking me to balance one world against the fate of the entire galaxy. Do you not see this?” Corallus asked.

“I see that side of it, I really do. But I’m also not getting any sleep, because all I see when I close my eyes is Earth ending up like Genastia. I have to stop that, and I’ll do it alone if I have to.”

“But you won’t be,” Yargriff said, his avatar suddenly appearing in the middle of the control center next to me. “Defender will be there, living up to her name.”

I smiled then clapped him on the back, knocking a few hard light projection sparkles loose. “Thanks, bro. I knew I could count on you.”

“Kai, Yargriff, consider your actions carefully,” Corallus warned. “In the event that you are right, and Stronghold and Defender are all that stand between your world and Rashnahl’s fleet, you’ll be throwing your lives and ships away on a lost cause. Stay with us and we can hunt them down together, ending the threat once and for all.”

“Or we can be proactive instead of reactive and unite Earth to defend itself. Send the Dominion packing after we plant a boot firmly up Rashnahl’s four-footed ass!” Yargriff said. “The jack o’ lantern centaurs need to learn that Earth is off limits.”

The Regent looked from Yargriff to me, and back. I’m not sure what he saw, but after a moment he nodded. “There is nothing I can say that will change your minds, is there?”

“Not likely,” I replied.

“Hexpallus, are humans always this stubborn?” Corallus asked.

Hex swirled his avatar into existence in the control center next to me. “In my limited experience with them it seems to be a species trait, sir. That being said, the Stolitai are even more so, but they originated from human stock so that isn’t really saying much.”

“Lookit Hex with the jokes,” Yargriff muttered.

I wasn’t in a joking mood. I was pissed, and the fact that the Regent wasn’t seeing this my way had very little to do with it. That he refused to provide even a few destroyers or frigates to the cause burned me to the core. Yeah, I could see his side, but that didn’t change that it was my home world in the Dominion’s cross hairs. I didn’t how we were going to handle this on our own, and that pissed me off even more. There were literally thousands of years of military experience in the Gardranian Armada and their controller AIs, but we were on our own. Utter. Bullshit.

“If you change your mind and want to lend a hand, we’ll be in the Sol system. Thanks for stopping by,” I said as I interfaced with Stronghold’s comm system and cut the signal. The Regent’s avatar winked out of existence.

“That may have been somewhat harsh, Kai,” Hex said.

“Save it, Hex,” I said. “Right now I don’t care. We’re leaving for Paradise Station, then home, and we’re doing it now.”
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On the way to Paradise Station, I went down to Stronghold’s engineering section to have a chat with Nruz, my Ramtuken engineering genius. The area of the ship he called home had expanded over time, with Hexpallus adding sections for him that went well beyond living space and qualified as his own engineering lab. He’d developed and improved a lot of our tech, including figuring out how to install the Laosoran cloaking device in Specter II, and how to build his own Stronghold sized version of it. We were now the only Gardranian ship equipped with one.

He’d designed a smaller version for frigates and destroyers, and Hex was building a prototype for him with the ship’s stores of protomatter, but it wasn’t quite finished yet. While Hex worked on that for him, Nruz kept himself busy with some super-secret project. He didn’t like to talk about them until they were ready for field testing. I was here to halt his progress.

The sounds of electric-guitar-laden rock and roll wafted out of his lab and into the halls of the ship as I neared it. He perched on a stool, hunched over the electronic guts of something, welding or soldering, or whatever it was they did to alien electronic circuits. I didn’t know. Me pilot. Me fly big ship.

The music didn’t sound like Van Halen, his all-time favorite. In fact, it sounded much less complex. There were only four power chords in the whole song, which gave it a definite punk feel. It was kind of familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it. Then a set of bagpipes kicked in and everything clicked into place.

“Nruz! Is that Flatfoot 56?” I yelled over the din.

He’d been so intent on what he was doing that he hadn’t noticed me enter, and my yell startled him into running the small laser he’d been using across the parts he was working on and onto the hand holding the other side. He cried out and dropped the device, grasping his hand and holding it close to his chest.

“Dude, don’t do that!”

His yelp of pain must have triggered some programed emergency response, because the music shut off and a small bot shot from a hatch in the wall to spray his hand down with something that smelled like disinfectant. Heavy metallic feet thudded into the room after that. The battle-bots Banzai, Blue, and Karl had their heavy blasters and disruptors out, all four sets of arms each panning across the lab, seeking targets.

“Everybody freeze!” Banzai said at high volume.

“You have the right to remain dead,” Blue said.

“You have the right to a coroner,” Karl followed up. “If you cannot afford one, a medical examiner will be appointed for you.”

“Dudes, chill, it’s not an attack!” Nruz ordered.

The bots relaxed their aggressive stances, lowering their weapons, which slowly retracted into the housings in their arms.

“Oops,” Banzai said.

“Our bad,” Blue said.

“I dunno,” Karl said, peering at me. “This guy looks kinda suss. Let’s see some ID, pal.”

“Shut the hell up, Karl!” the other two bots yelled in unison as they stomped out of the room, dragging Karl along with them.

I turned to Nruz. “You’re letting them watch cop movies now?”

The little medical bot wrapped Nruz’s hand as he winced. “I dunno, man, they like, did that on their own. Said it was continuing their military education or something.”

I shook my head. Between Stan getting lippy and more proactive, and now the battle-bots watching buddy cop movies, I wasn’t sure the galaxy was ready for any of them. “Listen, Nruz, I came down here to let you know we’re on our way to Paradise Station.”

“Oh, cool, I can get some parts I need from my cousin,” he said.

“We’re dropping you off.”

“What? Why? Am I fired?”

“I can’t fire you, Nruz; technically you don’t work for me, because I don’t really pay you.”

“No comprendo, dude. Why are you ditching me at Paradise, then?”

“Because we’re kind of ditching everybody and going to Earth. The Dominion fleet is going to hit it next, and we have to do something about it.”

Nruz’s black eyes went wide. “You’re going to Earth and you’re not taking me? Heinous!”

I was a little surprised at the emotion in his voice. “Nruz, I don’t think you get it. This isn’t a sightseeing trip like your visit to Graceland, or the Monsters of Rock cruise. This is a situation where we’re trying to convince Earth that they are under a very real threat of total destruction.”

“That, my main man, is the very reason you should, like, take me along!”

“Earth isn’t your home, buddy; I wanted to give you the choice.”

“That’s just it, my dude. Earth kinda is my home. I haven’t been a part of the Ramtuken matriarchy for, like, a real long time now.”

That gave me pause. I knew that Ramtuken society was a matriarchy. The females never left the home world that they ruled, sending the males out into the galaxy to generate resources and influence. Nruz was an anomaly. He was a loner from a collective society. “Okay, if you feel that way you can come along. But it’s going to be rough.”

“I can help, dude,” he said. “I know people. People with influence and stuff and junk.”

I waited for him to elaborate on that, but he didn’t. He turned back to his work bench, picked up the ruined device he’d been working on, frowned at it, and tossed it aside. Then he got up and moved further down the bench to where a set of small, thin, circular devices were lined up on the work surface. I moved to his new position, picked one of them up, and looked at it curiously.

“What’s this? Looks like a techno-poker chip.”

“It’s a homing beacon. Part of the new project,” Nruz said. “The only part of it that works so far. You can keep that one, dude. I’m going to have to suspend the project till we’re done saving Earth, anyway.”

“A homing beacon for what?”

“Matter transmitter,” Nruz said, scooping the rest of the chips into a container and dropping it into a drawer that slid out of the wall.

“Like a teleporter?” I asked, looking at the chip with new respect.

“Like a large-scale version of that backpack Sanitizer you used back in the day, but able to fully reconstruct the item stored in it.”

“Whoa, really? You can do that?”

“Not yet,” Nruz admitted. “I mean, the small-scale tests are kind of okay, but there’re issues, dude. Like the beam zeroes in on the chip well enough, but it takes everything around the item tagged with the chip, too. And I don’t have a big enough disruptor to modify to do any large-scale tests.”

“You mean like one the size of Stronghold’s main gun?”

Nruz nodded. “Correct-a-mundo. And Hex won’t let me mess with it.”

He sounded dejected, and I felt bad for him. “Yeah, I can see why though. Maybe after we take care of the threat to Earth, he will.”

“Yeah, maybe. I mean, there’re still a lot of bugs to work out before we’re ready for a test that big, but like I said, the small-scale tests look promising. That reminds me, though; I got something for you, dude.”

“Oh?” I said, pocketing the chip and following Nruz across his lab to another work bench.

He picked up a device and held it out to me. It looked like my old wrist terminal that was destroyed on Tinkertoy, the Dominion’s ship building facility we’d almost died taking down. I took it from him.

“New and improved terminal?” I asked for confirmation.

“Absolutamente, bro. It’s smaller, lighter, still interfaces with your implants, and has a more streamlined subspace communications array. I think you’re going to like it.”

I slid it onto my arm and felt the device interacting with my implants, seeking a connection. A second later, the user interface appeared in my HUD, as if it were in midair to my left. I sent the mental command to hide the menu and it obediently vanished.

“Nice, man! Thanks for that!”

“No problem,” Nruz said.

He looked like he was about to say more, but a crash sounded from behind us. Had the battle-bots come back?

I spun around to find the source of the commotion. 2814 lay on the deck, slowly pulling himself up from where he’d fallen out of a maintenance conduit in the wall.

“2814, what are you doing?” I demanded.

The small bot shook its head as if to clear it, and made a cartoonish metallic rattling sound. “Who, what, where, why, how…”

“You have got to stop this, buddy; I’m fine.”

“But I thought I saw a puddy tat!” the robot said as Tweety Bird. “Or at least a Jack-O-Cent!”

“A what?”

“Dude, I think he means a Kholdrax. Poor little guy, I think he’s worried about you.”

“Meet me back in the control center with a cold one okay, pal,” I told the bot, who nodded once and clattered off as fast as his little metallic feet could take him.

“He been doing this a lot?” Nruz asked.

“Yeah, he’s been shadowing me pretty much everywhere, ever since we got back from Tinkertoy. He’s got it in his head that part of his job now involves following me and making sure I’m okay.”

“A memory wipe and a reset would fix all that,” Nruz reminded me.

“Not on your life,” I said. “You sound like Hex. 2814 is just fine as he is.”

Nruz shrugged. “You do you, dude. Just saying, if he, like, follows you off the ship somewhere he could get lost; or worse, dissected. For a maintenance bot he’s got some seriously advanced tech crammed inside that little body.”

The thought of little 2814 strapped to a gurney somewhere while some evil alien cackled over him with a cutting laser was unsettling. “Thanks for that mental image, bud.”

“I’m gonna start packing all this stuff away, so let me know when we get to Paradise, okay?”

“You don’t want to keep working on it while in transit?” I asked.

“Nah,” the gray alien replied. “I’m basically stuck till I get to work on a larger-scale version, so it’s pointless.”

“Yeah, I get you. Well, let’s hope things on Earth go smoothly and they take the threat seriously.”

“As long as we talk to the right people, they will,” Nruz said.

“Care to elaborate?”

“Not right now,” he said. “Better if you see for yourself.”
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Paradise Station was just like I remembered it, except now it was filled to overflowing with refugee Gensoon. They were everywhere—filling the shops, restaurants, causeways, and corridors. Nruz told me before he left to find his cousin that every hotel room and living space on the station was booked. For some reason, many of the transplants didn’t want to go down to the surface of Harmony. Weird.

I made my way from the docking rings to the Howling Monkey, hoping for a break from the crush of the Gensoon. As I got close the crowd parted and a group of Daostel, what I’d come to think of as the “other” lizard boys, came through, carrying their prince on an ornate litter. The reptilian gazed down at the pedestrians around him with barely concealed arrogance.

I’d never had any interactions with that race, and I was glad of it. They didn’t strike me as pleasant to hang out with.

The holo of a monkey in a punk rock outfit with an electric guitar, his mouth open in mid-scream, greeted me as I approached the only human-owned bar and grill in space. The Howling Monkey served as a hub for Earth food, Earth pop culture, and information. Rick “Raygun” Holmes, the owner, also ran a network of spies out of it.

The rough and tumble sounds of left coast punk rock band MxPx drifted across the air to me along with the tantalizing smells of burgers, fries, and other delights as I got closer. A feminine shape zipped in and out amongst the tables with a tray bearing food and drinks. Darcy, Rick’s server, was rocking her roller skates, but something was off. That wasn’t Darcy.

I walked past the holo-monkey and took a spot at the bar, where a Relniknah that Rick called Slim served drinks. Relniknah were large, multilimbed insectoids that looked like an unholy cross between a spider and a praying mantis. They were the best engineers in the galaxy, though I’d never say that out loud where Nruz could hear me.

Slim knew what I wanted and within a few seconds of me planting myself on the stool, a large mug of a dark honey porter slid into place in front of me. I nodded my thanks to Slim, who was already moving off to take an order from a group of Gensoon at the other end of the bar. I sipped the refreshing thick goodness of my beer while checking out the new waitress.

She looked familiar somehow, and I was having trouble figuring out why. Maybe Rick had finally convinced Darcy to go to work for his spy network. Her species possessed the ability to project a mental image of whatever the observer thought of as attractive and enticing, or at the very least non-threatening. So, to me, she’d always manifested as an attractive human female. I wondered what she looked like to the Gensoon.

The waitress noticed me watching and skated over. Her auburn hair was loose and flew behind her in enticing waves as she approached. She was so familiar! She almost reminded me of…

“Chandra?” I said as she skidded to a stop in front of me.

“What are you talking about, Kai? It’s me, Darcy!” She slapped my arm in a friendly way, looking at me like I’d lost my mind.

As she spoke her image blurred and rearranged, briefly shifting to a bluish green, mostly shapeless, bipedal humanoid. Then, before that visual could even register, it shifted back to what I normally saw as ‘Darcy’.

What the hell was that all about?

“Kai, are you okay?” Darcy asked, peering at me with concern on her face.

“Yeah,” I said, waving her regard away as a non-issue. “What’s the special today?”

“New York Pizza by the slice!” she said excitedly.

“No Chicago deep dish?” I asked. “The old man is slipping.”

“The old man knows that not all the best food comes from Chicago,” Rick said, suddenly appearing behind the bar and propping his massive cybernetic arm on the surface next to my beer.

I hadn’t even heard the kitchen door swing open. He must have oiled the hinges since I was here last. “Bite your tongue, heathen, The best ’za in the world is from Chicago.”

“And I suppose you’re going to lay claim to the best bar-b-que as well?” Rick asked as Darcy skated off to take more orders.

“Oh, hell no. That honor goes to Memphis,” I said.

“Kansas City might have an opinion on that,” Rick replied.

“They can have a wrong opinion all day long,” I said with a grin.

“And the beef versus pork debate rages on,” Rick rejoined, returning my grin.

“You’re both wrong,” Slim said, sliding me a replacement mug of porter.

“How you figure?” I asked.

“If you’re going to be a purist, you should be talking goat meat,” the insectoid replied.

“How you figure?” I asked again.

“Ah, yes, the origin story of modern bar-b-que,” Rick said, heading back to his domain. “Find me in the kitchen after the history lesson.”

Slim took on an authoritative demeanor, like a professor. “So, a bunch of Earthmen from a region called France were stranded on an island at some point in your planet’s age of wooden ocean-going vessels,” Slim said, taking my empty mug away and setting it in the Sanitizer. “There were goats on the island that they cooked whole on spits over open pits, and the word literally comes from the French for ‘from beard to tail’. So, beef and pork cooking is just heresy from the pure faith.”

“Let me guess, there’s a special hell for those who cook beef and pork calling it barbeque?”

“Of course there is,” Slim said, his mouth parts twitching in his race’s version of a smile.

To me it looked like he was anticipating taking a big bite out of me, and I had to suppress the urge to back up a few feet. “There’s a hell for everything out here.”

“The only people in the galaxy with more hells in their mythology are the Chinese from Earth,” Slim said.

“According to John Carpenter, yeah,” I said, picking up my beer and heading to the kitchen.

Dokken’s ‘Kiss of Death’ started from the sound system, and I checked to see if Nruz was making an entrance. His passion for the 1980’s hair band music was the stuff of legend, and it would be just like him sliding in here playing air guitar. I didn’t see my Ramtuken friend, so I continued to the back where Rick was pulling a massive peperoni pizza out of the oven.

He set the pie on the prep counter that took up the center of the kitchen and held his cybernetic prosthesis over it. A panel slid open, revealing a small lens. A second later a group of laser beams shot out of it, striking the center of the pizza and spreading out to the edges, cutting it into eight massive slices. Little clouds of steam wafted up from the melted cheese as the beams cut through, and my mouth watered.

“Cheater,” I said, reaching for a slice.

“Imagine if I could sell that particular pizza cutter back home,” Rick said, sliding a small plate to me as I took my first bite.

“Pepperoni heaven!”

“Says the deep-dish guy with his mouth full of a New York slice.”

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” I said, washing the bite down with a healthy swig from my beer.

“If the price is right, I won’t tell a soul. The art of dealing in information is also knowing when not to divulge something.”

“Speaking of,” I said, setting the slice down on the plate. “We’re heading back to Earth for a while. Rashnahl has gone missing since the attack on the Gensoon home world, and we’re pretty sure Earth is next on his hit list. I could sure use a little intel on who would take it seriously.”

Rick turned away and slid another pizza into the oven, but he didn’t turn back to me. “Rick?”

When he finally faced me, his expression was haunted and embarrassed all at once. “There’s kind of a problem there, Kai. I can’t help you with that.”

I was surprised. I’d never known Raygun to not have at least partial info on just about everyone and everything we’d ever talked about. For him to tell me point blank that he had nothing on our own planet of origin was, frankly, shocking. “Can’t, or won’t?”

I regretted that one immediately. Raygun winced a little. “Damn, Kai, when have I not helped when I can?”

“Sorry, Raygun,” I said. “I’m just a little stressed. I mean, this is Earth we’re talking about, and so far I don’t have a clue as to how to stop the Dominion fleet, or who to even talk to on Earth to try to gear up a defense besides Stronghold and Defender.”

“You mean the whole fleet isn’t going? Just you and Griff?”

“Yeah, and Corallus is not happy about it.”

“Hang on, why isn’t the rest of the fleet with you?”

“Corallus thinks that with the number of Dominion ships lost to attrition, and the confirmation that they won’t be getting any reinforcements from the rest of the old Kholdrax fleet, now is the time to run them all down. End the threat once and for all.”

“How do you know there’s no more help coming from the Kholdrax?”

“Griff found them experiencing the hell of the power drain.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It ought to be,” I said. “He damn near died once he found them. Bottom line is that Corallus has a point, but he’s missing the forest for the trees. If Rashnahl is taking a task force to Earth, we can take him down and the bad guys lose their main man. That will make mopping up the rest of them a lot easier.”

“Makes sense,” Raygun agreed.

“So, how is it that the spymaster doesn’t have any dirt on his home planet?”

“The main problem is that there’s already a heavy alien presence on Earth. Has been for a long time. They’ve been working with human governments for so long it’s almost impossible to tell where one ends and the other begins. You’re going to need to be careful who you talk to once you get back.”

“So, waltzing into the main lobby of the CIA and announcing an imminent alien invasion would be a bad move?”

“Very bad. Like, Drano-margarita bad.”

“If the U.S. Government isn’t who to talk to, where do I start?”

“I didn’t say the government was a bad idea. I said the CIA was. I’d start with Space Force and see where that leads you. At least they’re allegedly the guys in charge of that sort of thing. They’re bound to already know about the aliens on Earth, so it’s not like you’d be making that revelation to them.”

“Right,” I agreed. I’d forgotten all about the Space Force. “Are they even a real thing, or just a PR stunt?”

“I guess you’ll find out. But be careful, boy. The reason I’ve got no intel isn’t from lack of trying. It’s because every agent but one that I’ve sent home never reported back to me. Hell, Landon went back for me once to figure it out and barely made it out alive. He couldn’t even tell me what happened. Just that he’d made it out.”

“Damn, Rick, you’re not filling me with an overabundance of confidence here.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you wanted bullshit. Hey, Kai, don’t worry! It’ll be fine!”

“That’s not helping.”

“Wasn’t meant to. You might be going in blind, but that doesn’t mean you have to go in with blinders on.”

“Fine distinction.”

“But an important one.”

“Yeah,” I said, finishing my beer.

“You could always go public with it,” Raygun suggested.

“And cause a world-wide panic?”

“Or a world-wide defensive response. You never know what humans have up their sleeves. It’s what makes us so damned dangerous to the rest of the galaxy. It’s probably why we haven’t been officially approached to join the rest of the galaxy’s sentients out here yet.”

“The trailer park of the universe?”

“More like the South Side of the galaxy.”

“Now that I can relate to!”

“Relations? I thought your only relative became the brains of a starship,” a voice said from the kitchen door.

Captain Holden of the Royal Flush, and leader of the Technosapiens, leaned against the frame. His hand, as per usual, was resting casually on the butt of his blaster. A wry grin filled his face.

“Holden! How the hell are ya, boy?” Raygun said, crossing and placing a hand on Holden’s shoulder.

“Busy as hell,” Holden said, clasping Raygun’s shoulder in return, then crossing the kitchen to me. He picked up a slice of the pizza and devoured half of it before speaking again. “How’s it going, Fletcher?”

“Like you said, busy as hell,” I responded. “About to go to Earth and defend it from the Dominion.”

“So that’s not just a rumor?” he asked. “I figured they’d made their statement with the Gensoon.”

“I wish, but as it turns out I’m a way bigger pain in Rashnahl’s ass than my financial backers, and he wants payback for that shipyard we took down.”

He inhaled the rest of the slice and grabbed another. “Being a pain in the ass to bad guys is what you excel at, kid. I just wish it didn’t always have such a big price tag.”

“I’m not in charge of other people’s reactions to what I do,” I said, a bit of an edge creeping into my voice.

“True enough, but maybe someday you’ll learn how to do what you do without so much fallout.”

“Don’t suppose you and your crew would care to come along and hold my hand on this one?” I asked. “Maybe cut down on some of that fallout?”

“Holden and his crew are otherwise engaged,” Raygun said, scooping up the remains of the pizza and setting it in the warmer near the counter so Darcy could serve it as needed.

“Whatever that job is, I can beat the price of whatever they’re paying you, Holden; if that’s what it comes down to,” I said.

That was a mistake. Holden’s eyes darkened and his fingers twitched around the grips of his blaster. Then he forced himself to relax. “I’ll pretend that you didn’t just say something insulting. Our current gig could mean the difference between life and death for an entire planet, just a different one than Earth. If we can wrap that up and join you back home, we will.”

“Look, Holden, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” I said.

He held up his hand. “Save it, kid. You haven’t held that high an opinion of me since right after I refused to join your little rebellion against the Dominion full time. You admitted to a lapse in judgement with your words a moment ago, and let’s leave it at that.”

Holden turned and, with a nod to Raygun, sauntered back out of the kitchen and was gone.

“Well, that could have gone better,” Raygun said.

“I don’t understand him at all,” I admitted. “Half the time I think he’s a hero, and the rest of the time I think he’s just a mercenary in it for the payday.”

“You might be described as just a thief with delusions of grandeur, so I’d say you’re even,” Raygun said.

I flinched like he’d slapped me. “Shit, Raygun, is that what you think of me?”

“I never said that,” Rick replied. “Just that anyone who is familiar with your origins might get that impression. You’ve pulled off some major stuff, Kai, but you’ve also had an amazing run of luck. And if there’s one thing the Universe likes to do it’s bring a run of luck to an abrupt, often violent, end.”

“Hope springs eternal with you, doesn’t it?”

“Just be careful, okay? Earth is a cesspool of interconnected, powerful, special interest groups that don’t often see past their own selfish wants. Bad things happen to people who buck that system.”

An electronic beeping chimed behind Raygun, but the oven opened before he could get to it. We stared open-mouthed as 2814 pulled the pizza out with the same little mechanical arm he used to serve me Amp energy drinks on board Stronghold. He zipped across the kitchen and placed the pizza in the serving window, then turned to us and waved with the arm.

“Hiya, fellas!” he said as Bugs Bunny.

“What the actual hell?” I demanded.

Nruz had been one-hundred-percent right. This was getting out of hand. He must have stowed away on Specter II somehow without Stan knowing about it. If 2814 got lost or something happened to him, I would have left Paradise Station and never known until he didn’t show up when I needed him on Stronghold.

The little bot wilted at my tone. “Sorry, Boss. I just wanted make sure you didn’t need anything.”

“This thing belongs to you?” Raygun asked.

I didn’t know how to feel about this. “Technically he belongs to Stronghold. He’s a Gardranian maintenance bot with, how’d you put it? Delusions of grandeur.”

“He follows you around like this all the time?”

“No, this is kind of new.”

Raygun looked a little puzzled still, but he shrugged and headed out to the bar to check on the crowd. “Okay, Kai, weird, but whatever.”

“Look, buddy, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but this is Paradise Station, okay? I’m not in any danger here. Now you get back to the ship right this minute. I mean it!”

The little bot dragged the tip of one foot back and forth across the floor in hesitation. “Awww, do I hafta?”

“Yeah, you ‘hafta’.”

“Okay, ya big bully,” he said, still channeling Bugs. “I’ll go. But I’m gonna tell my big brother about this. He’ll fix your wagon, boy.”

“GO.”

The shiny bot scampered away, out the back door of the kitchen and hopefully back to Specter II. I opened the comms channel to Stan on my wrist terminal. “Stan, did you know 2814 stowed away when we left Stronghold?”

“Yeah, but he told me you wanted him along. Why?”

“Never mind. He’s on his way back. Make sure he stays put this time.”


CHAPTER
FOUR



Since my info-gathering at Paradise was a bust, as soon as Nruz came back from visiting his cousin Defender and Stronghold took to Transition Space towards Earth. Along the way, I thought about how to approach the people in charge of Space Force. They were the logical place to start, but I was concerned about them taking me seriously. I couldn’t just walk into the Pentagon and say: “Hi, I’m here to warn you that Earth is about to be destroyed from orbit, take me to your leader.”

That was a one-way ticket to a small room on a lower floor of a CIA black site for the rest of my life.

I’d done a fair amount of sneaking around in my time, both as a professional criminal and working against the Dominion. Somehow, I knew that this was going to require an approach to things that I had never taken. Indirectly direct. Maybe even some kissing up. I wasn’t so good at that. Maybe I should call in an expert.

“Hex, can you send an invite to Yargriff so we can talk for a minute?” I asked, coming out of my quarters in the suit I’d asked him to make for me.

It was black, with a white button-down shirt and even a tie. I still wore rugged combat boots, though. No telling if I’d have to make a run for it if they stopped taking me seriously.

From his spot in the corner, 2814 gave a wolf whistle.

“That’s enough out of you,” I said. “I’m still pissed about that stunt you pulled on Paradise.”

The bot made a whimpering sound like a dog and slunk into the corner as far as he could go.

Hex’s avatar popped into the middle of the control center next to my command couch. “The invitation has been sent. I take it that the garments I produced are satisfactory?”

“Oh, sure thing, Hex; good job on the tailoring,” I said, giving myself a once-over.

“The item you called a ‘tie’ isn’t completely tightened,” Hex observed. “Is it not functioning properly? It was my understanding that its tightness or lack thereof was at the sole discretion of the wearer.”

The tie wasn’t knotted all the way up to my throat. I’d loosened it to about two inches below the top button of the shirt, which was undone. “Yeah, I hate these things. I never wear them. The only reason I am now is because people in my culture aren’t taken seriously unless they’re in a suit and tie. I have no idea why.”

“Based on my research, it lends one an air of legitimacy,” Hex said. “But the ones taken the most seriously have the top button done.”

“What’s with the monkey suit?” Yargriff said as his own avatar formed next to Hex. “Did somebody else die?”

“I just explained to Kai that if he wants Space Force officials to take him seriously, he should button the top button and tighten his tie,” Hex said.

“It ain’t gonna help,” Yargriff said with his trademark smirk in place. “First, nobody takes Kai seriously. Second, it’s the friggin’ Space Force for God’s sake. The Navy has more run-ins with UFOs than the Space Force. Go talk to them.”

“Well, at the risk of not getting their attention, I’m leaving the tie as is,” I said. “But this is what I wanted to talk to you guys about. How to get their attention before I show up in person.”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned that your military leaders are not approachable by the average person,” Hex observed.

Yargriff scoffed. “Understatement, but yeah, basically true. So, you need to get their attention first, then show up and explain the threat?”

I gave Yargriff a nod.

“How do you propose to do that?” Hex asked.

I paced along the rear wall of Stronghold’s control center, sifting through the possibilities. “Hex, can you convert the sensor data from the Dominion attack on the Gensoon home world into a video that uses an Earth format, like an MP4?”

“Of course,” Hex replied. “I can even render it in 4k Ultra, if you like. How much of it do you want?”

“Good question. The launches from the Dominion ships, and any of the impacts on the surface if you have that. We should preface that with a message of me telling them what they’re about to see.”

“Yeah, that might get their attention, but I don’t think that’ll be enough,” Yargriff added.

“What else do I need?” I asked.

“Lemme think about it,” Yargriff said.

“Are you ready to record that message?” Hex asked.

“Uhm, give me a sec,” I said, turning to my cabin to fetch an Amp energy drink to steady my nerves. 2814 was already there with one in his little mechanical arm, so I took it from him. “Thank you. Still mad.”

He scuttled back to the corner.

I took a long pull from the Amp and set it in the cupholder on the side of the command couch. I wondered for a second if mine was the only starship in the galaxy equipped with them. The Technosapiens probably had them aboard the Royal Flush, too.

“Okay, Hex, start recording in three, two, one.”

“Recording,” Hex informed me.

“My name is Kai Fletcher, and I am broadcasting to you from the Gardranian Starship Stronghold in orbit. You won’t be able to see my ship, so don’t bother looking. The video you are about to see is real. The footage was obtained during an attack on the home world of an alien race known as the Gensoon. You may or may not know about them, but you can ask your Ramtuken friends. While you’re at it, you can also ask them about the Vakness Empire, and if they’re up to speed on recent galactic developments, the Vakkhol Dominion. That’s all just background. What you need to know is that the aliens in this video are on their way to do the same thing to Earth. I’ll be dropping by the Pentagon in a few days to talk with you about how Earth can defend itself from this. So, try not to shoot me the second I show up, okay? Roll the clip.”

“Man, you should never start a social media channel,” Yargriff said.

“You think you can do better?” I demanded.

“Of course, I could do better. I just can’t follow it up with a personal visit the next day,” he said.

“It did feel a little forced, and I’m not sure that in this modern age of Hollywood special effects they’ll see it as something real.”

“You are not satisfied with your message?” Hex asked. “You can re-record it.”

“No, that’s not it. It’s just that I don’t know that they’ll take video lifted from the sensor data seriously. If they had anything that could read the actual data, that might make a difference.”

Yargriff shrugged. “So? Provide them with the data and a way to read it. Like giving a present to the locals when you wanna soften them up for trade negotiations or somethin’.”

“If, as you say, they have associations with the Ramtuken, then they likely do have a way to read the sensor data,” Hex suggested. “Getting it to them is the problem. The file would be rather dense, from a data perspective.”

“Yeah, you ain’t loading this on to a thumb drive,” Yargriff agreed.

I opened my implant comms up to Nruz and asked him to come up.

“I’m making some tweaks to the cloak I was prepping for Defender; what’s up?”

“Working on how to get Space Force to take me seriously,” I replied.

He scoffed. “Might help if I took Space Force seriously.”

“See?” Yargriff chimed in. “What did I say?”

I waved a shushing hand at my brother’s avatar. “I just need some technical advice.”

“Can we do it virtually? That way I don’t lose any time, because somebody’s brother is an impatient ass and wants a cloaking device.”

“Hey, I told you to take your time,” Yargriff said. “I want one that works, and Defender is bigger than Stronghold, so she’s harder to cloak.”

“Sure thing, Nruz,” I replied, interfacing with Stronghold’s control systems and generating the virtual conference room.

The long table shimmered into existence in front of my avatar, and I sat while Hex’s avatar entered the room through the door, followed by my brother’s.

“Why do you do that?” I asked. “You could just appear in the middle of the room if you wanted to, but you use a virtual door.”

“Your brother once remarked how he found the practice of ‘popping in’, as he called it, unnerving. Since then, I have strived to make my avatar appear more conventionally real.”

I could picture Griff getting creeped out at Hex’s avatar appearing and disappearing at will in a space like this. “For the record, since he’s not in charge, you can do whatever you like.”

“Bite me, Kai,” Yargriff said, taking a seat and propping his virtual feet on the table.

“I see,” Hex said, just the barest hint of a smile on his face. “Thank you.”

I think he enjoyed our brotherly banter more than he cared to let on.

Nruz’s avatar popped fully formed into a chair at one end of the table. “So, what’s the sitch?”

“Hex is making a video from the sensor data of the attack on Genastia. I’m going to send it to the chain of command at Space Force, but I also want to bring the actual feed recordings with me so they’ll know this isn’t some attempt at viral marketing of a movie or something. Do we have anything like a portable player that would work for that?”

“Wow. Um no, dude. Never needed one before. We usually just have whatever ship we’re on play back the data,” the gray alien said. “I guess they might take a recording to the Ramtuken or one of the other races that they work with for authentication if we gave it to them. What we really need is, like, a storage device, man.”

“You got anything you could adapt for that in a hurry?”

“Sure thing, but how big a hurry?”

I thought out loud. “If I sent the video today, it would take them a few days for it to make the rounds of the appropriate big shots before they’d be ready to see me. It probably even has to go all the way to the president before any decisions could be made. It might also be a good idea if I showed up at the Pentagon on a day that it wasn’t loaded with Department of Defense employees. Hex, what day of the week is it on Earth in the United States?”

“It is a Monday,” he responded.

“You got four ship cycles, Nruz. I’ll need it Saturday morning,” I said.

“Okay, but I still don’t get why you’re wasting your time with humans. You ought to just go to the races that are in charge,” Nruz said. “Or, you know, at least the ones that can actually do something about this, like my people.”

“What do you mean, the races that are in charge?” I asked. “Earth isn’t run by humans?”

“Aw, you’re just so cute when you’re all innocent-like,” Nruz said. “Nah, dude, humans haven’t been in charge of Earth for a long time, if they ever were. Then again, I’ve been gone a while, so things might have changed.”

“You’re so full of shit your eyes should be brown, not black,” Yargriff said to Nruz.

Nruz gave him the Ramtuken version of the bird. Same finger basically, but since they only had three fingers and a thumb it always looked weird to me.

“When did you want that cloak again?” Nruz asked my brother.

Yargriff kept his mouth shut this time, but the smirk never left.

I didn’t like what Nruz implied, or rather straight up told us that everything we believed about how our home world was run is a lie. That didn’t sit well with me. I knew that there were secret organizations that ran stuff, at least in the U.S., but aliens really running the whole world? That’s a leap I wasn’t sure I was ready to make.

“Okay, then who should I look up?” I asked. “It’s not like there’s a phone book with a listing for aliens in charge.”

“Dunno, man, but I bet the Space Force dudes will tell you,” Nruz said. “Unless they, like, lock you up or something heinous like that.”

“If they do, I’m counting on you and the battle-bots to come bust me out,” I said.

I was only half-joking.

Nruz’s avatar vanished. Hex left to edit the video while my brother and I discussed his part of the plan.

“So, I’m on short-range patrol?” he asked.

“Right. I’m programming a series of long-range patrol flights for Stronghold that Hex can execute so as not to violate his programming to not pilot the ship. I’ll need you in closer if things go south and the Dominion shows up before we can get anything going down there.”

“What happens to Stronghold if they do roll up to the bar?”

“I’m also programming a series of flight paths to get Stronghold into orbit if that happens. Then Stan can get me back to her for a fight, if needed.”

“Why a series? Why not just a straight shot?”

“Hex needs a way to get there that doesn’t cross paths with the enemy, since he can’t fire the weapons without me designating targets.”

“Man, that limitation is a pain in the ass sometimes. Why can’t he just overwrite it?”

“Would you have wanted Yarnas with the ability to launch missiles or fire PBCs at us when we found Defender? As damaged as he was?”

“Fair point. A starship gone nuts would be bad, I can see that.”

“I think the Gardranians showed a lot of wisdom in how they set things up. They put some serious thought into this, especially for a race that was, at heart, explorers and science guys.”

Yargriff’s avatar got a faraway look in his eyes. Sometimes it amazed me how accurately his digital self could mimic my brother’s old expressions and habits.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I was just remembering that search for the lost Kholdrax fleet they sent me on. It was a blast exploring different star systems and cataloging stuff. I was kinda sad when it ended.”

Griff was always the action-oriented one of us. I was the planner; he was the doer. I never thought of exploration as his kind of action, but it made sense. “Maybe when all this is over, and we kick the Dominion’s ass back to where it came from, you can do some more of that. It’s a big-ass galaxy.”
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Four days later, I was strapped onto the command couch of Specter II, Nruz was in the launch’s engineering section, his home away from home, and Hex’s avatar was in my visual display. “Well, Hex, this is it. You’ll be solo for a little while until we recall you back to orbit here. You going to be okay?”

“Of course,” Hex replied. “Though, I am concerned about not being here for you. Please be careful when dealing with your fellow humans. I am led to understand that they are not all trustworthy, especially those in the employ of the government.”

“Hey, dad, don’t worry about it, I got this. Your boy Kai will be safe with me,” Stan said, bursting in on our conversation.

“Way to ruin a tender moment, Stan,” I said with a smile.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Pencil Neck, did you two need a minute for a goodbye kiss?”

“Never mind,” I said with an eye roll. “Be safe out there, Hex, and if the Dominion shows up before we’re done, stay cloaked and get back here.”

“Understood, Kai,” Hex said as his avatar faded from my display. “I trust Stan to keep you safe.”

“Thanks, Dad!” Stan said as I switched my display view to external.

Stronghold, with her elongated hexagonal shape, was a bright structure here in orbit on the dark side of the moon where we’d staged ourselves. Hex activated the cloaking device that Nruz had built into the engineering section based on the design that the Laosorans used. It wouldn’t be long before the entire Gardranian fleet had them.

Stronghold shimmered then faded from sight, then even from the sensors as the cloak took effect. I could see how the Laosorans were the most successful pirates and thieves in the galaxy. With that installed I’d be tempted to go back to a life of crime myself if it weren’t for the whole ‘hurting innocents’ part. That got hard to ignore over time.

“You gonna get going or what?” Yargriff asked over the main comms channel. “The sooner you leave the sooner I can move from here.”

“Yeah, yeah, keep your pants on,” I said. “Oh, I forgot, you can’t wear pants anymore.”

“Har har, little bro no longer has a body to worry about,” Yargriff mocked. “You really need some new material.”

“Yeah? Well, I’ll be thinking about you as I sit down to a nice breakfast at IHOP,” I retorted.

“Oh, you suck,” Yargriff said. “That’s just mean.”

“Okay, Stan,” I said, ignoring Yargriff completely. “Let’s get this show on the road. I want to be at the Pentagon by eight am. Wouldn’t want to be late on my first day working with Space Force.”

Stan engaged Specter II’s cloak and put her on a course for high Earth orbit. We’d have to double check the orbital debris chart as we went in to make sure nothing had changed. Colliding with a chunk of an old rocket booster or a communications satellite traveling at thousands of miles an hour could ruin your whole Saturday. One of these days we were going to have to clear some of this garbage out of Earth’s orbit. Hopefully, before we got to the point that we were unable to even leave the planet because of it.

It had been a while since I’d been home. The sight of my little blue and green ball hanging in space made me feel warm inside. That didn’t last long. The reminder that there were bad guys on the way to reduce it to cinders intruded, and I shook off the feelings of nostalgia.

“Wish we’d brought the Executioners along,” Stan said. “I’d rather have them around if we have to bust you out of anywhere instead of Nruz and the three banana-bots back there.”

“The battle-bots will do just fine,” I said. “They’ve come a long way since their first big mission on Tinkertoy.”

“Yeah, well, I still feel like I’m trustin’ your fate to the Three Stooges.”

“The Executioners lost a lot of guys on that mission. They have to recruit and rebuild. They’ll be back.”

“Dude, I’ll be, like, supervising from back here,” Nruz said, entering the cockpit and taking the seat by the comms station. “I’m, like, generally not a frontlines kinda dude.”

“Now, there’s a shocker,” Stan said as Nruz fiddled with the controls at the comms station.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Do you know how much new music has hit the airwaves since I was last here?”

“No idea,” I said. “But I’m guessing you’re going to download it all for Rick’s jukebox.”

“A deal’s a deal, man,” Nruz said. “As long as I keep bringing him new music faster than the Technosapiens, I get free drinks!”

The entrepreneurial spirit was alive and well in the galaxy.

We switched from the gravity drive to the reaction drive as we approached. Then we punched through the atmosphere and I brought Specter II over the Eastern Seaboard, then further inland and eventually into a hover a few hundred feet in the air over the Pentagon. While there were more cars present than I thought there should be for this early on a Saturday morning, the parking lots were nowhere near full.

The early-morning air looked crisp and clean in the parking lot lights. There was a rosy, red glow just starting to peek over the horizon. I needed to set the ship down before the sun came up. The security cameras aimed at the parking lot were going to show the location of the ship once they got a recording of a man appearing out of nowhere, so we didn’t have a lot of time for insertion.

A grassy section of lot on the lower left corner of the five-sided building just north of the 9/11 memorial had recently been cleared of a group of small trees and looked large enough to accommodate Specter II. Not that it mattered, because Stan already had instructions to get back in the air as soon as I was clear of the ship.

The cloak wasn’t going to hide much of the dirt and debris that the landing thrusters kicked up, which was another incentive for me to get the hell out of the ship in a big hurry.

I released my mental hold on the flight systems and sent the command for my harness to release. “Okay, Stan, you got the controls now. Bring us in nice and gentle, then pop the lower hatch when I say.”

“Got it,” the AI replied. “There’re only six cameras with a view of this section of the parking lot and I’m about to scramble their signal for a few seconds. There may be others connected to non-Pentagon systems, so if any footage of you hits the Web later I can scrub it.”

“Perfect,” I said, heading to the lower hatch that opened into a ramp from the bottom of the ship that we used for ground landings as opposed to the main hatch that connected to airlock systems like the tubes at Paradise Station.

“You got the playback device?” Stan said.

I held up the small combination holo-player/storage device Nruz had built. “Got it.”

“No weapons on you?”

I held my sport coat open. “Nope.”

“Wrist terminal and implant comms online?”

“Good to go,” I said over comms.

“Clean underwear?”

“Stan!”

“Heh, okay, hang on. Popping the hatch in three… two… one.”

There was a slight shift as Specter II touched ground and then the ramp lowered with the hum of hidden motors. I stepped down and onto the paved surface of the parking lot, making sure I moved a good twenty to thirty feet from the ship as Stan reversed the direction of the ramp, and took back to the air before it was even closed.

I wasn’t stupid, contrary to what my brother said. I knew I was walking into a situation that I might not walk out of. Hell, I didn’t even know if any of these Space Force guys Stan had dug up in the Pentagon’s email directory had even seen the video. I could just be walking up to one of the most secure buildings in the United States to be mistaken for a wandering tourist who’d lost my way. Somehow, though, I doubted that. Even if they thought I was just a harmless crank with access to some excellent rendering software, my promise to show up should have gotten someone’s attention.

As the dirt and debris kicked up by Specter II’s take-off settled down I hoofed it across the empty parking spaces to a guard shack set up by a sidewalk that led to a side entrance into the building. The place was a lot bigger in person than it looked in pictures on an image search. I had to admit I was intimidated. This was the brain trust of the leadership of the most powerful military in the world. Army. Navy. Air Force, Space Force and, my personal favorite, the United States Marines. What a great place to start!

Taking a deep breath, I reminded myself that I was personally in command of a starship that could probably wipe out most of that same military force without breaking a sweat. Keep it in perspective, Fletcher; you’re here to give warning and get help.

The guard shack was a simple structure with tinted windows on all four sides in front of a pedestrian gate that allowed access to the sidewalk leading to the doors in this side of the building. I got within fifty feet of the shack before the door opened and a uniformed Pentagon Security Officer stepped out, one hand holding a radio mic clipped to his shirt and the other on the butt of a pistol in its holster.

“Yeah, it’s him. He’s here,” the officer, whose name plate read Harris, said into the mic. “He appears unarmed, but send some backup just in case.”

“Good morning, Officer Harris,” I said. “I guess they told you I was coming.”

“That’s close enough, sir,” he said, removing his hand from the mic and holding it up palm out in that universal signal to stop. He looked over my shoulder as if he expected someone else with me. “Did you walk here? I didn’t see a car pull in.”

“My ride dropped me off at the rear of the parking lot,” I answered honestly.

“Uh-huh,” Harris said, not buying it.

I didn’t blame him.

“I’m gonna need you to set the device in your hand on the ground, place your hands on the back of your head, and take two steps back, sir.”

“Name’s Kai Fletcher,” I said, even as I set the holo-player on the ground and complied with the rest of his instructions. “You got a first name, Harris?”

The Pentagon Force Protection Agency (PFPA) took their job seriously from what I could gather from the Web, so just like when dealing with cops at a traffic stop I did what I was told and no more. Certainly no less. I didn’t know what the brass had told these guys about me. For all I knew, they’d already labeled me as some kind of domestic terrorist.

“You have any ID, sir?” Harris asked, ignoring my question as two more PFPA officers arrived on the scene in an unmarked Ford Explorer.

“Afraid not, Officer Harris,” I replied. “Lost it while out of town.”

They exited the vehicle and approached, guns drawn as Harris closed the distance between us.


CHAPTER
FIVE



“Hey, Pencil Neck, you okay down there?” Stan asked over my implant comm link.

“Yeah, I expected this, it’s all good. Hold your position.”

“Okay, but remember the safe word is Ecclesiastes.”

“I am not saying that as a signal for you to come get me.”

“We talked about this!”

“Doesn’t mean we agreed to it.”

“Fine, holler if you need me.”

Officer Harris gently pulled my hands down from the back of my head and flex-cuffed them behind my back. I appreciated that, especially since there was a pair of regular handcuffs on his utility belt. One of the other officers retrieved the playback device and took it to the Explorer. I wasn’t worried that he’d run off with it. I was pretty sure that eventually they’d give it back to me, because I was the only one besides Nruz who could operate it.

I should have been more nervous. Honestly, I should have been freaking the hell out, but one of the many enhancements that Hex and his medical nanites had bestowed upon me was a better control over my flight or fight response. To be fair, I could have snapped the metal cuffs like paper, too, so these flex cuffs weren’t even close to being a concern. However, I wanted to play nice for the guys in charge. For now, anyway.

They placed me into the back of the Explorer and the other two officers, who didn’t bother to speak at all, got back in and we left Harris at the gate. I was tempted to strike up a conversation with the officers, to reassure them that everything was cool, and that I understood that they were just doing their jobs. These two didn’t seem nearly as friendly as Officer Harris, though, so I kept quiet.

We pulled around to a partially hidden vehicle entrance, where another officer waved us through and into an underground parking facility for PFPA vehicles. A group of officers and two guys in dark suits waited for us as the Explorer pulled to a stop in front of a set of glass doors. The driver got out and approached the suits with the holo-player in his hand, holding it out to them. One suit backed up a half step at the proffered tech, like he thought it was dangerous. The other took it from the officer and looked it over. Even this early in the morning he wore dark aviator sunglasses, so I couldn’t understand how he saw anything.

The driver nodded to his partner in the passenger seat, who got out of the Explorer and opened the rear door closest to the entrance. The officers with the suits marched up to the vehicle and surrounded me as I was pulled out of the back seat. When they walked, I walked. It was a weird feeling to be surrounded by this many uniforms. I’d spent most of my formative years and nearly all my adult life avoiding cops of all stripes, and here I was walking right into the doors of a super secure site, surrounded by them.

They led me into a small interview room, still in the PFPA section of the complex if I had to guess because we didn’t go very far. It was simple enough, a table, three chairs, a two-way mirror, and a camera in the corner. Typical. One of the officers gently placed me into a chair and undid the flex cuffs, which he traded for the more traditional metal ones. One cuff went onto my wrist and the other to a metal ring welded to the underside of the table.

Honestly, this was better than what my darker thoughts allowed me to think would happen. I had some pretty bad imaginings of dark rooms, hoods, and electrodes going on when I tried to sleep before we came down here. This was normal as far as all of my previous cop experiences went. It’s not like I expected to be immediately whisked into a conference room loaded with generals and high-ranking officers. There were rules to this game and, while I didn’t know them all, I was sure they’d be apparent enough for me to play along.

After a few minutes, a PFPA officer in a slightly better uniform and the rank insignia of a lieutenant entered the room, carrying the holo-player I’d brought with me. He also had an honest to God manila file folder with my name on it. That made me smile. This play wasn’t so different from what I could expect from the CPD. I wondered if he was going to be good cop or bad cop, and how long I would play along with this shit before I decided that it was time to get the attention of someone a little higher up on the food chain.

The lieutenant set the player on the table in between us. “Mr. Fletcher, I’m Lieutenant Duncan of the PFPA. Can you tell me what this device is?”

“Yes,” I answered.

A moment passed as the lieutenant looked at me expectantly, then his expression shifted into slight annoyance. “Would you?”

“It’s a playback device,” I said.

“What media does it play back?”

“Sensor data recordings.”

“Sensors from what?”

Okay, either this guy hadn’t been read into the situation properly or he was fishing for authenticity, no matter the prop file on me he carried. He needed to be skipped.

“I sent a video to the top brass here at the Pentagon a few days ago, and the leadership of all the services should have received it. Did they tell you about that?”

“No, Mr. Fletcher, they did not.”

“Well, I guess they wouldn’t, and I honestly mean no disrespect in this, LT, but I didn’t come here to sit in an interview room with you and play Twenty Questions. So, find someone higher up on the chain for me to talk to, or get the brass in a room so I can show them what I tried to warn them about in the video.”

The LT didn’t seem like he wanted to play along. I wasn’t able to get a decent read on him yet, so I didn’t know if he was the territorial type or the helpful ‘get to the bottom of things no matter what’ type. His reaction to my challenge would let me know.

“I don’t think you’re in any position to make any demands of me at all, Mr. Fletcher. You show up at the Pentagon with a strange device, which could be an explosive for all we know…”

Okay. Territorial. Time to ramp things up. “Bullshit.”

“Excuse me?”

“If you guys thought it was an explosive, you wouldn’t have brought it into the building much less in a room with the guy that showed up with it. Stop flexing and get someone in here who can make an actual decision. We don’t have time for this, and unless your clearance is top secret or better they don’t want me spilling what I know to you anyway.”

I had to give him credit. He didn’t bend at that. “The fact remains that you’re in no position to make demands…”

He didn’t finish the sentence because I popped the chain on the cuffs and folded my hands on the table in front of him. It only hurt a little.

His eyes went wide as he stood and drew his service weapon, pointing it at me. “Do not move!” he shouted.

“Do I have your attention now?” I asked.

“Do not move!” he repeated, this time not so much a shout as a loud command. More in control of himself after the initial shock wore off, I suppose.

“I’m not moving, LT, but you needed to know that this isn’t the typical game you play with visitors to the Pentagon. Now you can go ahead and pull the trigger, or you can get someone higher up on the chain of command. Your call, but you’d better make sure you kill me on that first shot.”

Inside I cringed. That sounded like a bad action movie, like I’d been hanging out with the battle-bots. Or worse, a comic book film.

I didn’t think he was trigger-happy. He drew down on me, surprised that I broke the cuffs. In his place I probably would have done the same. I was counting on the weirdness of the situation to shock him into reaching out to a superior, or for one to come on his own.

The door opened and the suit with the aviator sunglasses entered. He placed his fingertips on the LT’s gun and gently lowered it until aimed at the floor. “Thank you, Lieutenant Duncan; that will do for now.”

Duncan looked from the suit to me and back before realizing he’d been dismissed. He straightened, holstered his side arm, and left the room. Looked like I could add another enemy to my already too long list. I thought that was a shame, because we’re supposed to be on the same side. Maybe the suit could help me patch things up later.

The suit took Duncan’s place in one of the chairs facing me and folded his hands on the table in front of him in an exact mirror of my positioning. This was also Cop 101: mirroring physical position makes one appear less threatening, and therefore can help build rapport. I was willing to buy into his appearance of goodwill if it got me in front of the people I needed to see.

“You’re not PFPA,” I said.

“No, I’m not,” the suit said.

“Which alphabet agency do you belong to?”

“None of them,” he said simply.

“You got a name, or will ‘Agent’ do?”

A ghost of a smile played at the corners of his mouth at that. “Agent is fine for now. Why are you here, Mr. Fletcher?”

“You saw the video?”

“I did.”

“Then you already know. I’d really appreciate it if you could skip the vetting process that we’re in the middle of and get us to the point where I share the sensor feed data with the people who can make a decision. I don’t know how much time we have before the Dominion shows up.”

“This is a weekend, Mr. Fletcher. The people you’re wanting to see are not here.”

“So, you’re going to bullshit me, too, now? I sent the video days ago, and specifically said I would be here today. They’re around. Go get them.”

Again, that slightly amused smile tugged at his mouth. “Let me see what I can do.”

Without another word he rose and left the room, taking the playback device with him but leaving the manila file folder on the table. That was kind of obvious, but I decided to play along. I made a show of looking around as if to make sure I wasn’t being watched before scooping up the folder and opening it. The first page contained my rap sheet from Illinois. Not a shocker. It wasn’t that long. I was one of the careful ones.

The next items, a copy of the email that I’d sent all the brass and a few stills from the video were also expected. The rest surprised me: 20 pages of blank paper.

What the hell? Why did they want me to know that they didn’t have anything on me that wasn’t already either public record or that I had sent myself? That was the only reason to leave the folder here for me to peruse. After a few seconds, it clicked. They weren’t taking this seriously. Looks like I’d have to play the ‘special knowledge’ card after all.

My implants told me that ten minutes had passed since Agent Aviator Glasses had left the room to allegedly retrieve the decision-makers. I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to bring them to me. More likely, if he was doing anything aside from playing more head games, he’d come back and take me to them.

“How’s it goin’ kid?” Stan sent to me.

“I think I got their attention. We’ll find out in a few minutes.”

“Don’t forget, ‘Ecclesiastes’.”

“Stop.”

“Is your underwear still clean?”

I cut Stan off as the door opened and the agent stuck his head back into the room. “Mr. Fletcher, if you’d be so kind as to follow me?”

The agent led me to what I’d thought I’d have ended up in earlier, a large conference room with a long table. The Department of Defense logo lay underneath several layers of clear lacquer, and there were uniformed men and women in the chairs surrounding it. My playback device sat in the middle next to a speaker phone.

Stan had showed me file photos of all the big shots that I was supposed to talk to. The commanding officer of Space Force, the Air Force, as well as the other branches, along with the Secretary of Defense, and NSA director.

While the numbers of stars on shoulders in the room was impressive, none of the people I wanted to see were there. Now I was getting pissed. They were still playing games. It was time to get things moving. I pulled back my sleeve and used my wrist terminal to project a holo of a Vakness side by side with a Kholdrax.

“These are the two races that are on their way right now to lay waste to our home world. I’ve been out there fighting them for a while now, but it’s time for you to get involved.”

I interfaced with the playback device via my implants and started a holo-projection of the video I’d included with my email. Every person in the room except for me and, curiously enough, Agent Aviator Glasses jumped back a foot or so when the video started.

“What you’re looking at is the video of the destruction of the Gensoon home world that I included in my email to the leadership of the United States Military; none of whom, by the way, are in this room.”

A series of nervous and indignant looks were exchanged by the gathered officers, but no one addressed my point.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to assume that everyone here has the proper clearance for this. Let me start by saying that there are connections on the back of the device on the table currently playing the video that your pals the Ramtuken should have no trouble hooking up to. That will allow them to download the sensor data recordings I have stored on here and review them. Once they tell you that they’re legit, maybe we can have a real discussion. Until then, you’re running out of time to prepare for an attack on this world unlike anything you’ve ever seen outside of a movie theater.”

One of the officers, a three-star, whatever that meant, stood at that. “This is bullshit, and I don’t have time for it. I don’t know what you people are trying to accomplish with this, but it isn’t even close to April 1st.”

With that, he left the room. Two more followed him after a moment. Before the room cleared completely, I decided to play the card that Nruz gave me.

“Okay, I’ll just take the data to Groom Lake and the Ramtuken there can help, since no one here is interested in defending Earth from a cataclysm.”

Two more generals, who were in the process of standing, retook their seats at that.

“Groom Lake?” one of them said. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m completely serious. And there isn’t shit you can do to stop me since you guys turned that facility over to them about ten years ago. I suppose they might reach out to their pals in China or Russia for assistance if they need it, and America can stand by with its thumb up its collective ass while the rest of us save the world. But what do you guys care? You don’t have time for this, right?”

Agent Aviator Glasses sat up straight in his chair, whereas before he’d been almost causally leaning. I’d finally said something that got his attention, too? Interesting.

The remaining military personnel in the room were trying very hard not to look to the agent for their next move. It was like no one wanted to say or do anything unless he gave the green light. Weird.

“Well, Agent—say, what’s your name anyway?”

“Jones,” he said without hesitation. “Agent Daniel Jones.”

“Well, Agent Jones, it looks like you’re the one holding the leash in here. Is it time to get serious, or is it time to play more games?”

“I’d say it’s time to get serious,” Agent Jones said, nodding at someone behind me.

Strong hands grabbed my arms from behind as the generals pushed back to get out of the way.

This was not how this was supposed to go, but I knew it had always been a possibility. I twisted at the waist and shrugged one shoulder forward, which tossed one of the security guards over me and onto the table where he landed with a resounding crack. I drove an elbow into the gut of the one holding my other arm, sending him back into the wall where he broke through the sheetrock and wedged there.

“Bad call, Agent Jones,” I said, knocking another security guard who was late to the party aside and dashing out the door. A group of five more was rounding the corner at the end of the hallway, but no one blocked the other direction yet, so that’s the way I ran.

“I want him alive!” I heard Jones yell as I put on a burst of speed. No lethal force yet. That was good.

There was no way in hell they were going to catch me. Thanks to Hex I was too fast and too strong to be taken easily, especially if they wanted me alive and relatively undamaged. I thought that I’d demonstrated that handily enough with the handcuff trick earlier, but I guess government types had to learn the hard way.

I tore around the corner as the leads from two different taser guns buried themselves in the wall I’d just passed. Tasers were fine. I didn’t think I could outrun a bullet. Three more security personnel were waiting for me as I came around that corner, but I didn’t want to slow down yet. I stiff-armed the closest one, sending him into the air and onto his back, knocking the air out of him. I was glad I hadn’t brought any of my weapons, as they would have been taken from me by now. Even though these guys were just doing their jobs, I wished I could shoot my way out of this dump.

As I ran down the corridor a sharp, stinging pain hit my leg, followed immediately by the voltage of a taser that brought me to the ground in convulsions. I forced my body to obey my commands and reached down to rip out the leads. No sooner had I done so than a second set struck my shoulder with the same result until I could get the leads out of my skin.

Breathing hard, I forced myself to my feet and took off down the hall again despite the tingling pain in my leg and shoulder. I could hear the footsteps of the guards behind me.

“Stan, this isn’t working!” I called out over my implant comms. “They’re trying to lock me up. They didn’t like the fact that I knew about Area 51 being turned over to the Ramtuken.”

“You want me to blast in there and pick you up?”

“Not yet. I’m trying to find a way out, but I have no idea what level I’m even on or where the nearest exit is. I have to assume I’m still underground.”

“Got it. I’m gonna position the ship over the central courtyard; see if you can get there.”

That was a brilliant idea. They’d expect me to go for the exits that led to the parking lots. They would be unprepared for me to go deeper into the facility. I poured on the speed, pulling away from my pursuers and rounding two more corners until I saw a stairwell door ahead. I slammed into it at top speed, flinging the door open and smashing it into the wall on the other side of the entrance.

I could go up or down at this point, but I still didn’t know what floor I was on much less how to get to the courtyard from here. On a hunch I chose to go up, taking the stairs three and four at a time as I burned my way up the floors.

After a minute or two, when I was sure there was a decent distance between me and my pursuers, I stopped and opened the schematic that Stan had downloaded to my wrist terminal and tied it into the geolocation feature of my implants. A yellow dot appeared on the schematic of the building, showing me where I was in relation to the ground floor and the courtyard. I needed to go up three more floors and take a few turns. Without knowing how many security personnel were between me and that level, there wasn’t much choice but to keep moving fast and hope for the best. I realized as I ran that Nruz had been right. My own people were too stupid and tribal to listen to a credible threat when it showed up. At least the ones nominally in charge.

Of course, I didn’t have a clue as to what agency that idiot Jones was with despite his reassurance that he was with none of them. That had to be a lie. I was betting on either CIA or something even worse that would make a bunch of military officers defer to him like that. None of this felt right. I thought for sure that the inside info would make me more credible, not less.

Unless that was the problem? I knew stuff that they didn’t want getting out there, and the fact that I knew it at all was more of a threat to them than the possibility of an alien attack. That was just twisted enough to make sense.

I got to the ground floor and tore open the stairwell door, knocking over two security guards who were there waiting for me. I’d forgotten about the cameras.

“Stan, can you shut down the camera feeds? They’re following my progress too closely.”

“On it,” Stan replied as I ran past the two guards I’d knocked down and took a left. There were two more corridors to go before I got to the courtyard. If I kept moving at top speed I ought to be able to make it, because for me that was about twice as fast as any augmented human could run.

I briefly considered the idea that they might have snipers on the rooftop, but before I could ask Stan to check for them something smacked into my neck and stung like a wasp. I slapped it and my hand came away with a small dart.

A dart gun? Seriously?

Another sting caught the other side of my neck, and I knocked that one away as fast as I could, but I was already feeling the effects. My muscles were slow to respond, and my sense of balance felt off.

“Stan, I’m in trouble, I’ve been hit with some kind of drugged darts. I’m not going to make it. Gain altitude and monitor things. I’ll communicate when I can.”

“No, I can blast through the roof and haul you out. Hang on a sec.”

“NO! You’ll hurt people who are just here to do their jobs.”

It was hard to focus. My vision blurred, and my legs no longer cooperated. I stumbled and slammed into the wall, putting a hand through it as I tried to steady myself. I went to one knee right about the time another dart smacked into my upper arm. That was three of them. My nanites must’ve had a hell of a time trying to counteract this crap.

I tried to stand, but my legs finally stopped responding completely and I fell over onto my side, my arm still stuck in the wall. Agent Jones stood over me, pushing his aviator sunglasses up on his nose as he reloaded a single shot dart gun. Another agent with a high-powered air rifle fired another dart into me that I didn’t even feel go in. Then a ringing in my ears went from a background noise to become my whole world, and the darkness claimed me.


CHAPTER
SIX



I came to with the sensation of my feet dragging across smooth floor tiles. My hands were bound behind my back with something much more robust than the cuffs I’d broken earlier. My nanites were purging whatever tranquilizer Agent Jones and his pal had loaded their dart guns with and I bet that they weren’t expecting me to be awake yet. This was an advantage I decided to hang on to for a while longer. I remained limp, allowing myself to be tossed onto a squeaky cot with a painfully thin mattress. It smelled faintly of disinfectant. I made sure to flop around when I landed so that I faced the direction of the door.

After they closed it, I cracked an eye open just enough to scan for anyone left in the room with me. I was alone as far as I could tell. Of course, I was on camera unless Stan was still blocking them all. That would be kind of funny. Imagine the threat being contained and yet somehow all their security systems were still down? It might not bother the unflappable Agent Jones, but I bet the PFAP guys would be freaking out.

I was just about to reach out to Stan via the implants when the door opened, admitting a man in a white lab coat carrying an honest to God black medical bag. The sight of him made me snort a laugh that I couldn’t keep in. The jig was up, he knew I was awake. Might as well sit up.

I moved to a sitting position and got a better look at the guy in the lab coat. “Stan?” I called out over my implants. “I’m awake and in a room with a guy that looks like he walked off the set of a Frankenstein movie. Can you ping my location?”

“Yeah, Pencil Neck, I gotcha. Can I send in the battle-bots now?”

“Yeah, but non-lethal force. Blasters on stun only. Unless they’re opening a wall or something, no disruptors.”

“You are no fun at all, you know that?”

“Ah, you’re awake!” the guy in the lab coat said. “That is unexpected. You have enough tranq in your system to keep an elephant down for about a day. This ought to be interesting!”

“What? The dissection?”

He snorted a laugh. “Oh, heavens no, just an examination until I determine your actual species. The human disguise is very good, though. I have to say, I’m a little jealous.”

“Jealous? Why is that?”

“Because it’s much better than mine.”

“Yours?”

“I’m Dr. Lizardo, and I am not human. I’m one of those hidden races you hinted at in your impassioned little speech a while ago.”

He opened his bag and pulled out some handheld device that looked vaguely scary. It was enough to make me try the restraints that held my hands. After a couple of experimental flexes, it was clear that my assessment of them was correct. These were industrial-strength.

“Oh, I can assure you that those won’t break as easily as the previous ones. In fact, even a Vakness would have trouble with those, and I doubt seriously that you’re a member of that race.”

That was interesting. Maybe this guy was an alien, because he at least knew about the Vakness. “How do you know I’m not a Vakness in disguise?”

“Well, there’s the lack of odor, to begin with,” Lizardo said. “The strength level would indicate Stolitai, but you’re not big enough. Maybe a hybrid? We’ll find out in a moment.”

“So, Dr. Lizardo, huh?”

“That’s right.”

“I saw Buckaroo Banzai, too, Doc. I mean, kudos for the pop culture reference, but I’m calling bullshit on the idea that you’re a real doctor. Jury’s out on the whole alien thing.”

“Oh, delightful!” he exclaimed, approaching me with the device. “It’s always refreshing to deal with someone well versed in the classics!”

He was about to place the device on my arm, when the building shook.

Dr. Lizardo looked up, concern crossing his features for a second, followed by annoyance.

“Yeah, that’d be my ride,” I said.

He slapped the device onto my forearm and pressed a button. Sharp, stabbing pain made me jerk away, but I guess he had what he wanted because he tossed the device back into his bag and headed for the door. “Thanks for your cooperation, Mr. Fletcher. See you soon.”

“I doubt it,” I called after him as he left.

The building shook again with muffled explosions, followed by the popping of small arms fire, screams, and thudding of running booted feet. The door opened a few seconds later, admitting Agent Jones and a couple of guards.

“Time to move to Dulce, Mr. Fletcher,” Jones said, jerking his head towards me.

The two guards hauled me to my feet and manhandled me towards the door.

“What was Lizardo after with that sample he just took?” I asked.

“What are you talking about?” Agent Jones asked.

“The guy in the lab coat. He was just here. Said his name was Dr. Lizardo, and that he was here to see what kind of alien I was.”

“What kind of…” Jones started, then trailed off.

“Yeah. Said he was jealous of my disguise because he wasn’t human either, which made no sense to me because I am a human. Just not a normal one.”

Jones looked worried, which I found interesting. “We’ll deal with that later. We never saw anyone enter the room on camera or we would have busted in.”

“So, he’s not one of yours?”

“Never heard the name Lizardo before,” Jones admitted.

“Not well versed in the classics, then?” I asked, amused.

“What classics?”

“Buckaroo Banzai, Adventures across the 8th Dimension. It’s a movie. Peter Weller? Jeff Goldblum? Clancy Brown? Sci-fi cult classic? Any of this ringing a bell?” Yes, I was stalling, but I was also disappointed that he didn’t get the reference.

“Get him to the transport,” Jones ordered, obviously done listening to me.

More muffled explosions drifted to us, closer this time, followed by what I recognized as the whine of arm-mounted heavy blasters. Banzai, Blue, and Karl were getting closer.

“How long, Stan?”

“They’re a minute or so out from your position,” Stan replied. “You okay?”

“Yeah, it’s just that they’re trying to move me. I’ll slow them down, but the guy with the dart gun is here and I don’t want to get tranqued again.”

“Dart gun?” Stan asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said, jerking back from my captors and lashing out with a foot into the gut of Agent Jones, who, unprepared for the assault, flew back into the wall. He collapsed onto the cot, stunned or unconscious, I couldn’t tell which.

The door was ripped off its hinges with a crash and the battle-bots entered, stooping to get into the room. Six sets of arm-mounted weaponry aimed at the two hapless guards whose hands went to their side arms. The battle-bots surged forward a step.

“Don’t be a hero,” Banzai said.

“Live soldiers, dead heroes,” said Blue.

“I’m holding out for a hero till the end of the night!” Karl sang.

“SHUT THE HELL UP, KARL!” Banzai and Blue shouted.

The guards moved their hands away from their side arms, which Karl relieved them of.

“Guys, the restraints?” I asked.

“Roger Roger, Boss,” Blue said.

His blasters retracted behind armored plates in his arms, and a cutting torch slid into place.

“Whoa! What the hell are you doing with that?” I demanded.

“Cutting through the middle piece,” Blue said. “DUH. We don’t have time for a proper removal here.”

I held my arms out behind me as far as I could. “Well, just be careful!”

“No worries, Boss, I’ve used this cutting torch tens of time before.”

“Tens?” I asked.

“He hasn’t killed anyone yet!” Banzai said.

“Well, there was that one training exercise with the Executioners,” Karl said. “I miss my homie, Grath.”

“Shut the hell up, Karl!” I ordered as the torch flared to life and Blue applied it to the centerpiece of the restraints.

A few seconds later, and just about the time my wrists were becoming uncomfortably warm, the tension holding my hands together vanished and my arms fell to my sides. I raised them to get a better look at what they’d used. The restraints didn’t look all that different from the one-piece cuffs some law enforcement agencies used. Instead of a chain, the wrist bracelets were connected by a solid bar of metal. The bracelets on this pair were an inch thick. They didn’t feel like any metal I was familiar with. Jones was holding out on me. He knew the aliens well enough to have these things lying around.

“Thanks,” I said to Blue as he stashed the cutting torch and rotated his blasters back into position. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The battle-bots formed up around me, placing me at the center of the group. Banzai and Blue were in front, with Karl bringing up the rear. Klaxons were going off and the sprinkler system kicked on, dousing us with water as we marched towards the courtyard.

“Did you guys start a fire?” I asked.

“I told Banzai not to use the incendiaries on that first wall, but did he listen to me? Nooooo!” Karl said.

“So, I’m going to have to walk through fire to get back to the ship?” I asked.

“No sir,” Blue said. “I’m sure the fire suppression system will take care of it by the time we get there.”

That was so very reassuring!

“Hey, Pencil Neck, you wanna get a wiggle on? I have the camera feeds blocked on the route to the extraction point, but it’s also a pretty damn obvious route, you know?”

“Working on it, Stan,” I replied, then out loud, ordered the battle-bots. “Double time, boys!”

For once, Karl didn’t have anything to say as we picked up the pace and ran to the hole they’d blasted into the wall leading to the courtyard. A series of bullet impacts stitched into the wall next to us as we made our way to the improvised exit. Looked like deadly force had finally been authorized.

Karl spun his torso around and returned fire, the stun bolts from his blasters, a lighter shade of red than the full power ones, slammed into the security personnel that were trying to stop us. They fell to the floor, their weapons dropping from limp fingers.

The charred hole in the wall still smoked as we got to it, but at least the flames were out. Stan had kept Specter II cloaked because all I could see was the interior through the open ramp. We scampered into the ship with the ramp retracting even as we went. Small-arms fire peppered the hull, pinging off her armor even though the guards had nothing to aim at thanks to the cloak. They got an A for effort, though.

“Get us out of here, Stan!” I shouted as I threw myself onto the command couch in the cockpit.

“You don’t have to tell me twice!” Stan exclaimed as we blasted away from the courtyard on navigational thrusters before the reaction drive kicked in and crushed me into my seat.

I checked the sensor feeds as the area grew smaller on the screen. Black smoke boiled from the hole that Stan had blasted into the side of the courtyard, and emergency vehicles barreled into the parking lot with sirens wailing. Good luck keeping that quiet. There were already three news helicopters over the site, and at least one network TV van headed there on the highway. Unless the Air Force put in a fast no-fly zone, this footage was about to go worldwide.

Well, that was on them. All I wanted to do was talk. They made the choice to go all Men in Black on me. You couldn’t blame a guy for busting out when you tried to toss him into a cell with an obvious mad scientist. And what the hell was up with that creepy-ass Dr Lizardo? He didn’t work with Agent Jones, that was for sure. Who was he with and what was he doing there?

This sucked. I’d gone there for answers, or at least to make sure that the right people were asking the right questions, and all I had now were more questions.

“Hey, I don’t wanna intrude on your manly brooding session and all, but where the hell are we goin’?” Stan asked.

“Geosynchronous over the U.S.,” I said automatically. “But put us above the debris field. I don’t need you to focus on avoiding collisions. I may need you to hack into some communications satellites.”

“Oh, I get to have some fun this trip after all?” Stan asked.

“Yeah, I’m thinking you just might,” I said. “For now, check the news feeds. Let’s see how much dust we just kicked up. There’s no way they’re hiding the fact that a wall just got blown out the side of the Pentagon. I want to see how they spin that.”

After a few seconds of Stan deciding which network satellites to tap into, he brought up a virtual wall of small screens in a holo-display instead of directly feeding the images into my implants. This let me glance at all of them or focus on one at a time as needed.

Most of the thumbnail shots were the same. The Pentagon, from the air, smoldering. These must have been shot from the news choppers I saw as we left. At least it hadn’t been memory holed yet, or worse, made to look like it hadn’t happened at all.

One wide shot, from a chopper that got to the scene late, showed smoke hitting the upper atmosphere and drifting away on the jet stream. It reminded me of the 9/11 attacks, and for a second I felt bad. I wasn’t here to cause a national panic. I just wanted to give my home world a heads up. I thought that since they’d been dealing with aliens for so long, they’d have a plan already in place for this sort of thing. In a way it turned out that they did. Bury the evidence and blow smoke up the collective asses of the public.

One of the feeds cut away from the long shot of the aftermath of my escape and put up a close-up of my driver’s license photo. I hated that photo. I reached out and touched the holo- image of that feed, which brought up the audio.

“…Kai Fletcher, a Chicago native, wanted by authorities and in hiding for several months now, is suspected of becoming radicalized by elements of one or more far right-wing white nationalist groups. He is wanted for questioning in connection with the bombing attack on the Pentagon that took place early Saturday morning…”

“Bombing attack?” I repeated. “White nationalists? What kind of shit is this?”

“You didn’t really think that they’d just up and tell the truth, didja?” Stan asked. “In today’s headlines, a guy who’s been in space fightin’ aliens showed up at the Pentagon to warn about an impendin’ alien invasion. Instead of listenin’ we locked him up, so he got pissy about it. That ain’t generatin’ no clicks.”

“Yeah, but I mean, white nationalist? I grew up on the South Side. The thing that united all us kids there was poverty. We were too busy surviving to be racists. I’ve met actual other races; being hateful of my own people is kind of stupid at this point, no matter what color they are.”

“Meh. It’s the bogeyman of the moment. The government’s always lookin’ to blame somebody for all the evil in the world. A couple of years ago you’d be another American Taliban.”

“Think I’d rather be that. At least they hate everybody the same.”

“Look at it this way: you’re back on the Most Wanted list again, local edition.”

“Yeah,” I agreed glumly. “Familiar territory. How bad could it be?”

“So, what’s next?” Stan asked. “Looks like the government ain’t liftin’ a finger.”

“Not sure,” I replied. “I guess I could make good on the threat that got me locked up in the first place.”

“Yeah, man, I heard that part,” Nruz said, re-entering the cockpit. “Oh, the battle-bots are stowed, by the way. They didn’t even get a scratch! Nice clean op!”

“Op?” Stan asked. “You been playin’ COD again, aintcha?”

“The music download was finished, and I got bored,” Nruz said in his own defense, then turned to me. “That is until you got tossed into that cell, dude!”

“Yeah? Liked that part, did you?” I asked in a dry tone.

“Aw, it’s not like that, man. I knew you’d be okay. It was just, like, such an overreaction! Hilarious!”

“It just pisses me off that their first response was to toss me into a hole somewhere!”

“It’s not like I didn’t warn you,” Nruz said. “They prolly panicked because you dropped all the hidden knowledge that they can’t admit is real. To them, you’re just a leak to be plugged.”

“Yeah, I know, but even with that they didn’t even listen! I wasn’t being taken seriously at all! All they took was my wrist terminal!”

“Wait, what? You lost it?” Nruz asked, horror in his voice. “That was a mix of Gardranian tech and Ramtuken gear, dude! A prototype!”

“I didn’t lose it, they took it from me,” I said defensively.

Nruz didn’t say another word for a few seconds. He turned to the comms station and interfaced with it via his implants, his face going slack for a minute. “Okay, there. I made it self-destruct. They must have taken it pretty deep underground. It took a minute for me to even find it.”

“Nruz, what if you just blew up some innocent lab tech?” I asked.

“Okay, first, there’s no such thing as an innocent lab tech in a government-run facility, so don’t even go there, man. Second, it didn’t blow up so much as it kinda disintegrated.”

“Neat trick,” Stan said. “Lemme guess, nanite construction?”

“You know it, dude! I was gonna reprogram it later so it could, like, take on different shapes and stuff and junk, but that’ll have to wait.”

“Sorry, Nruz,” I said. “I didn’t have any control over the situation, but I still feel bad that the new toy is gone.”

“All good, my man; I brought a backup for you. It’s not nanite constructed, but it has most of the same functions, and bonus, if it comes away from your arm it has an automated self-destruct sequence!”

I nodded my thanks, a little distracted, while Nruz went back to the comms station and continued monitoring news feeds and the Web for me. News stories could be used to mislead, sure, but they could also have real information in them, covert and overt. We were sorely lacking in intel right about now.

This whole trip so far had been a huge waste of time. Someone at this level of government had to take stuff like this seriously, and it sure as hell wasn’t the clown show in the Pentagon.

I thought about Agent Jones and how all the military types deferred to him. There was some authority there. He was in total control, and the only thing that even messed with him a little was that weird doctor guy who got to me in the detention room. Whoever Jones was, he worked for or with people who could actually do something about all this. Too bad he was a total douche canoe.

“Kai, you got mail, dude,” Nruz announced.

That surprised me. “I do?”

“Yeah, I just cleaned out your spam folders and stuff, but there was a new email there that I think you need to see.”

“This better not be about cryptocurrency,” I said.

“That scam? No way! It’s an email from that agent dude.”

My blood ran cold at that. “Jones?”

“You met any other agents lately?” Stan asked.

“Put it on display,” I said, shooting an annoyed look at Stan’s console.

What Nruz was looking at appeared in the air in front of me.

Fletcher,

Sorry I missed you at the Pentagon. Things aren’t what you think they are. Let’s meet. Rock Creek Park planetarium, rear balcony of the visitor’s center at 2100 hours. See you then.

DJ

“What time is it?” I asked.

“You got about three hours to set a brilliant trap,” Stan said. “Which is probably a real bad idea. Meeting this asshat at all is a bad idea.”

“Maybe, but he’s connected to something or someone that has power, and that makes it worth my time to at least talk to him. But I’m going to do it on my own terms.”

“Oh, that makes me feel better. No problem, then,” Stan remarked.


CHAPTER
SEVEN



Agent Jones wasn’t stupid. Rock Creek Park and Planetarium were part of a larger heavily forested area that didn’t have a lot of open spaces large enough for Stan to set Specter II down. He didn’t want me bringing in my robotic cavalry again. That meant we were going to have to get there way ahead of time to set things up, so his own people didn’t have a chance to set us up. The time stamp on the email meant that he had a head start, though, so we needed to get moving.

We flew to the area right away, and I decided to do something risky. We’d insert one of the battle-bots into an area where he could get a bead on Agent Jones. Then take him down and get him on to the ship no matter how many goons he had placed around him. It was risky because if things went pear-shaped, we ran the risk of battle bots being stranded down there.

I left the flying up to Stan. I was going to be helping the other two battle-bots and Nruz get Agent Jones on board after he was safely stunned.

We came in silently, the repulsors making no noise as the ship hung in mid-air.

The ramp lowered as we hovered over the tree line a few hundred yards south of the nature center and planetarium, fully cloaked. Karl, who’d drawn the short straw for this one, stepped up to the edge of the ramp and prepped to make the leap. His jump jets would fire at the last second so he wouldn’t crash to the ground, even though from this height of only about a hundred feet I was sure he could handle it.

“Ready, Karl?” I asked.

“I am Vengeance. I am the Night. I am…” Karl quoted.

“Irritating!” I said, shaking my head as I kicked him off the edge of the ramp.

He cut loose with a “wahoo-hooey!” sound like Goofy from the old Disney cartoons on the way down before his jump jets fired, and he plopped gently to the ground.

“Okay, Karl,” I said through implant comms. “Agent Jones is going to allegedly be waiting for me on a balcony overlooking the trees, so you need to move in close enough for a stun shot from your blaster to take him down. We’ll handle the extraction at that point, got it?”

“Roger Roger, Boss!” the battle-bot replied. “Wait, I only get to stun him? That sucks!”

“We need him for interrogation, Karl. Do not, I repeat, DO NOT kill this target!” I commanded.

“I told you I should have gone,” said Banzai beside me.

“Just get in position, Karl,” I said, again shaking my head. The battle-bots were good in a fight, but man their antics got old fast.

Using my implants tied to the ship’s sensors, I tracked Karl’s progress as he sprinted from cover to cover, no longer enjoying the protection of the ship’s cloak. He eventually settled into a nice tree about twenty yards away from the balcony overlooking the wooded area behind the main lobby of the nature center and planetarium.

My turn. Stan brought the ship a little further in and lower, allowing me to drop unobserved from the hatch to the ground along a little trail that ran along the back of the building. I didn’t have to hide in cover. All I had to do was walk up to the building like I belonged here. If we hadn’t beaten Agent Jones and his people to this spot, then it was a moot point anyway. Any spotters would have seen me materialize as if out of thin air, just like Karl had.

I approached the back of the planetarium and found the steps that led up to the overlook, but stopped cold at the sound of a shoe scuffing against the stone. That was one of two things. Either Jones already had his people in place, or a park ranger was walking around making sure no one was hanging out after hours.

“Karl, can you see who’s up there?” I asked over comms.

“Park ranger,” he replied. “I can take him out. One civilian dead for every ten terrorists. That’s an acceptable ratio.”

“Yeah, unless you’re one of the civilians. I saw Blue Thunder, too, you ass. Now stand down!”

“You are no fun at all, Boss,” he said, disappointment clear in his voice.

I waited at the bottom of the steps leading to the balcony, trying not to breathe loudly. I was going through the false heightened senses aspect of the adrenaline rush where every sound I made magnified a thousand times in my own mind, while the blood pounding in my ears drowned out everything else.

“Just tell me when he moves off,” I said.

Karl responded with a single click on comms. At least he didn’t quote another movie. I was surprised that the other two hadn’t joined in on the quote-fest. Usually they couldn’t resist, and it was no use trying to stop them until one of them told Karl to shut the hell up.

I focused on breathing nice and slow and getting my heart rate under control. I wasn’t sure how much of it was me and how much was the nanites, but I felt my heart rate return to normal a few seconds later.

“He’s going back inside the building,” Karl said. “I no longer have a shot.”

“You weren’t supposed to be aiming at him, damnit!”

“I wasn’t going to shoot him… honest. Just practicing my aim!”

“You need it,” Blue chimed in.

“Can the chatter, now,” I ordered.

“Hey, Pencil Neck, we got company. Three government-issued SUVs comin’ in on the main road. One of them just pulled off to block it. Looks like they’re deploying their own sniper.”

We’d gotten here ahead of them. That was good. The fact that they were putting out their own sharpshooter was not so good. “Keep an eye on him; mark his position for possible attention from the other battle-bots.”

Stan didn’t answer at all, verbally or with a click. What we lacked in military discipline we made up for in good old-fashioned pluck. I just had to keep telling myself that.

“Looks like the other two SUVs are headed to you,” Stan said. “Their sniper is pickin’ out a roost for himself almost parallel to Karl. Karl ought to be able to see him.”

“I got him,” Karl said. “I have a shot.”

“Stand down!” I said. “We can take him out right before we hit Agent Jones.”

“A two-fer!” Karl said excitedly.

“Second SUV is pulling off and dumping out agents in suits onto the side of the road. Looks like they want to watch and be ready to intercept anyone coming in or out,” Stan reported.

“They must think we’re going to use a car,” I said.

“I don’t think so,” Stan replied. “I think they’re just covering their bases. We got a chopper inbound. No markings.”

“A literal black helicopter?” I asked. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted or flattered.”

“I’d settle for careful,” Stan said. “I did promise Dad I’d keep you out of trouble.”

“That’s not what you promised him at all,” I said. “You said you’d keep me safe, which was a stupid promise. And Hex knew it at the time. Karl, is that sniper in position yet?”

“Negative. He’s still trying to get snuggled in all comfy. Amateur,” Karl said.

I went up the steps and found a nice spot in the shadows by the rear of the building. It had a great view of the balcony and the back door, though I wasn’t really expecting Agent Jones to use it.

I held my breath as the ranger made another appearance, stepping out of the back door and up to the balcony. He fished a cigarette out of a crumpled pack and lit it, then leaned on the railing looking out at the darkened forest. I wondered how Agent Jones planned to handle the local civil servants and park rangers for this little meet and greet.

“Sniper’s settled in finally, but he’s aiming at the park ranger. You want I should take him out?” Karl asked.

“Negative,” I said. “We let it play out.”

I hated the feeling that I was playing with the life of the park ranger, but it was way too early to tip my hand. SUV tires crunched gravel at the front of the building, announcing the arrival of Agent Jones.

“Jones just deassed the SUV,” Stan confirmed. “He’s headed around the building to the back steps.”

“Got it,” I said.

All I had to do now was wait. I hoped that Jones would have a set of rules that didn’t include killing park rangers just doing their job, but I still had to wait it out, and it was spiking my heart rate again.

Shoes echoed on the stone steps leading to the balcony. After a few seconds Agent Jones emerged at the top, stepping into the feeble glow of the rear lights of the nature center.

The ranger had heard him coming, too, and stepped to intercept. “Park’s closed at sunset, sir; that includes the nature center and planetarium.”

Jones flashed a badge at him too fast to be clearly seen. “Federal agent. We have reason to believe that a fugitive might be hiding out around the nature center. I’m going to have to ask you to vacate the premises.”

The ranger took a second to look surprised. “I didn’t hear anything from our commander over the radio about this. I’ll have to double check with them.”

“Go right ahead,” Jones said, while nodding in the direction of the sniper.

There was a muted pop, and the ranger slapped his hand to the back of his neck just before slumping to the ground. The dart gunner was back! I owed that guy.

“Man, I’m glad I got here early or I would have missed the show,” I said, stepping out of the shadows.

To his credit, Jones didn’t whirl around surprised and go for a gun. Of course he wouldn’t. He had a sniper. So did I.

“Now, Karl,” I said aloud.

A brief red flash lit the area from the tree line behind us. Agent Jones reacted to the resounding thud of his sniper falling from his perch by looking over his shoulder, directly into a second flash of red that hit him center mass.

He dropped to the deck. I didn’t bother to try to slow his fall, because screw this guy. He just had an innocent park ranger dropped like the animal of the week on a nature show.

“Let’s go, guys, before the rest of his agents get back here,” I said over comms. No need for stealth now, not after two blaster bolts split the quiet of the early evening.

I scooped up Agent Jones and tossed him over my shoulder as Stan brought Specter II low enough over the balcony that I could jump onto the ramp. I tossed the agent into the ship, where he landed none too gently on the deck. Again, I wasn’t going to cry about it. National security is no excuse to be a douche canoe.

I jumped onto the ramp myself just as Karl came barreling up the steps, pausing at the top just long enough to send a couple of stun blasts downrange at someone. “We got company, Boss!” he said as he made the leap onto the ramp, which was already closing.

“Get us out of here, Stan!” I ordered, dragging the still stunned Agent Jones into the main passenger cabin.

The blades of the approaching chopper grew louder as it closed in on our position. I was no military aircraft expert, but from the sensor readings this was an attack helicopter of some kind. The thing bristled with missiles and protruding gun barrels. It was definitely time to go. I wasn’t worried about them hurting Specter II’s hull. My concern was their rounds bouncing off us and hitting someone guilty of doing nothing more than showing up to work that day.

Stan took us up quickly, leaving the chopper with even less to shoot at than it had before. Specter II was still cloaked, after all. The only thing anyone might have seen was an agent vanishing into thin air, followed by the guy they were here to apprehend, who was about two and a half hours early. Suck it, Feds.

I was still just angry enough about how they handled the Pentagon situation to not give a shit about how this looked, or how they took it. They should have thought about that before they tried to take me prisoner when I was just trying to help.

“Where are we headed?” Stan asked as we continued to gain altitude.

“Some place private,” I said. “A high orbit is good.”

“On the way,” Stan replied.

Banzai, Blue, and Karl were still in the passenger area, waiting to see if they would need to be deployed to protect the ship, or me. Agent Jones stirred in the seat they’d eventually dumped him in once we’d gotten the ramp closed and sealed.

“Grab an arm but don’t make a wish yet,” I said to Banzai and Blue.

They gripped one arm each as the agent jerked awake, struggling to break free of their grip.

“Stop struggling, Jones, you’re not going to get away from these guys,” I said.

His sunglasses had partially slipped off and one malevolent blue eye glared at me. “Fletcher. You got there early.”

Was that a little bit of admiration I heard in his voice? Had I been underestimated? That made me all warm inside, but I was determined not to let it go to my head. That’s when guys like me made stupid mistakes and cashed it all in.

“Hello, again. Now we get to have a chat on my terms.”

“So, chat,” he said. “Obviously this is your show right now. But before you get going, are my people dead?”

He actually cared? That surprised me. “Not even the sniper.”

A small breath of relief came out of him. “Thanks for that. They were on loan from the FBI and didn’t really know what was going on.”

“Except for your dart gun guy,” I reminded him. “I remember his party trick from the Pentagon.”

“Yeah, except for him. But technically he is assigned to the Bureau, even if he does really work for me.”

“And who do you work for?”

“That’s a little complicated,” he said, managing to adjust the aviators back onto his face by nodding his head backwards until they settled.

“I’m a big boy, I can handle it.”

“I work for a lot of different people and organizations, but together we form something called The Configuration,” Jones said.

“Sounds like an IT support group,” I commented.

“I didn’t name it,” Jones responded. “It’s been around for a while.”

“And what does the Configuration do? Aside from apparently whatever the hell it wants.”

He smiled a little at that. “You’re not far off. You ever heard of the Military Industrial Complex?”

“Yeah, I’ve seen the term tossed around. It’s supposed to be this collaborative collection of corporations, shadow government agencies, and other assorted rich assholes that secretly run the world.”

“That’s right. Only no one ever comes up with direct evidence for their existence. That’s us. We’re real, and we’re everywhere. There isn’t a single pie we don’t have at least one finger in. It’s a very exclusive club. We pick the winners and the losers worldwide. If it looks shady, we probably had something to do with it. If it looks totally normal, we definitely did.”

“Okay. And what does this have to do with me and an impending alien attack that I’m trying to get the Earth ready to face?”

“Well, that’s where we can help, and why I was trying to get you out of the Pentagon,” Jones said.

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, I remember you mentioning someplace called Dulce. What’s that?”

“Classified.”

I nodded and turned my attention to Banzai. “Fezzik, tear his arms off.”

Well, damn. Now I was talking in movie quotes. These bots were rubbing off on me.

“Make a wish, Blue,” the battle-bot said to his companion, who had the other arm firmly in his grip.

“Okay, you made your point,” Jones said with an uncomfortable grimace as the bots pulled his arms tight. “It’s a facility in New Mexico where we have a lot of gear and personnel stashed. We have access to some very advanced alien tech out there.”

“Do tell. Like what?”

“Stuff about 1,200 years ahead of anything currently in use by the militaries of the world. Stuff we’ve been saving for a rainy day or an interstellar war, whichever comes first.”

“And you wanted to kidnap me to this place in Dulce to show it me? Make me an offer I couldn’t refuse?”

“Like everything we do, there’s always a trade. A quid pro quo.”

“Of course there is,” I said.

Here it was. The first disingenuous offer. I’d played this game with criminals. This guy wasn’t so different from them as it turned out.

Jones looked at the battle-bots holding him, then around the passenger compartment of the ship. “A couple of things are obvious here. Your story about being off-planet dealing with aggressive aliens tracks. The tech level of these robots and this ship are way ahead of a lot of the tech we’ve managed to collect and adapt over the years.”

“And you’d like a crack at it, of course, in return for helping me defend our mutual home world from more aggressive aliens?”

“Of course,” Jones said with as much of a shrug as he could manage.

“Mister, you haven’t seen anything yet! Wait’ll you get a load of Stronghold,” Karl said.

“Shut the hell up, Karl!” Banzai and Blue said together.

“Opsec, Karl. Opsec,” I said, using the military nickname for ‘operational security’. “We’ve talked about this!”

“Sorry, Boss,” the battle-bot responded, taking a step back and lowering his head as if ashamed.

A ghost of concern crossed the agent’s face, but he buried it fast. “Look, Fletcher, all we want to do is reverse-engineer the ship and one of the bots. In exchange, we provide defensive tech and personnel that you can direct when this batch of bad guys you’re so worried about shows up.”

“Doesn’t reverse engineering usually involve the dismantling of the object being reverse- engineered?” I asked.

“Yeah, dude, that’s exactly what it means,” Nruz said, entering the compartment from engineering.

Agent Jones’ eyebrows shot up over the top of his aviator glasses. “You have a Ramtuken?”

“My name is Nruz and stop making it sound like I’m property. Kai is my friend.”

“Your Groom Lake threat was real,” Jones said.

“Of course it was,” I replied. “Unlike you, I’m not here to bullshit anyone. This is a real threat, and it needs a real response. So far all you’ve done is blow smoke up my ass.”

“Look, I get it, Fletcher. This ship and you have probably been through a lot together, and you don’t want to see it broken down for examination. But once this threat is dealt with, there won’t be a need for you to fly around the galaxy pissing on forest fires.”

“Meaning you have a plan for my life, I suppose?” I asked.

“The Configuration can set you up somewhere real nice. Maybe back home in Chicago, somewhere on the Gold Coast? You can even bring your brother back home. We can make sure the gangsters that were after him go away for good.”

“And the Configuration does what with the reverse-engineered tech?” I asked.

“Same thing we’ve been doing all along. Release it a little bit at a time to humanity, while making sure we have the good stuff ready to go in defense of Earth,” the agent replied.

There was something creepy behind everything he said. The promises of payoffs and security were a secondary layer laid over the real motives, like a couch cover hiding a thrift store sofa with bad springs and a serious case of bed bugs.

Involvement with this Configuration might be exactly what I needed to keep the Dominion at bay, but it might also be the gift that cost me everything. That was not a bargain I was willing to make.

“Gentlemen,” I said to Banzai and Blue. “Prepare to escort our guest to the door.”

The battle-bots lifted Jones to his feet and dragged him to the hatch. “This way, sir,” Banzai said, his tone anything but respectful.

“We dropping him off over the ocean?” Blue asked, his voice taking on a fake Latino accent. “We can take him fishing. Cops make good bait.”

“Yeah, I saw Running Scared, too,” I said. “And no, we’re going to drop him off back at the nature center and planetarium.”

“Party pooper,” Karl said.

“You’re making a mistake, Fletcher,” Jones said. “The Configuration only asks once.”

“Yeah, I get it, next time you’ll just take what you want, yadda yadda yadda.”

“Next time we’ll take everything,” Jones said, going for ominous threat. But it rang a little hollow with him in the grip of the battle-bots.

The ramp opened behind them, and I gestured to it. “Fellas, please show the gentleman out.”

I wasn’t sure how high up Stan had Specter II hovering, but from the scream and thud Agent Jones made after they tossed him out, I guessed it was at least twenty feet. For the second time that day, Agent Jones made me feel all warm inside. Creep.


CHAPTER
EIGHT



This was not going at all like I thought it would. I expected some pushback from government types, sure, maybe even the requirement of a little demonstration of the technology I had at my disposal. But nothing like the shit-show this had turned into. The Configuration tried to kidnap me right out of the Pentagon, and then Agent Jones tried to make me an offer I couldn’t refuse. He basically told me that without them I had no chance, and they wanted my ship to make the deal work.

I wanted to punch something. Or someone. Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten rid of Agent Jones so fast?

I was still in the same predicament as when I got here. If the U.S. Government wasn’t going to take me seriously, what chance did I have with the governments of the rest of the world? This wasn’t a Doctor Who episode where I could fly to London, see the Prime Minister, and have them whip up a giant space laser that they had lying around. Hell, for all I knew that was what the Configuration had at their disposal, and they’d rather hold the rest of the planet hostage to get my ship.

“Hey, you wanna have a seat?” Stan said. “You’re makin’ everybody nervous with all this pacin’ around, and you’re starting to wear a hole in the deck.”

“Yeah, man,” Nruz added. “You got this real intense look on your face like you wanna kill somebody, and just about anybody that comes along would fit the bill.”

“And the mutterin’ under your breath just makes you sound nuts,” Stan finished.

I stopped stalking back and forth across the center aisle of the passenger section of the ship and looked at them blankly. I hadn’t even realized I’d been pacing, much less muttering. “That was out loud?”

“Yeah,” Stan said. “But it wasn’t very clear. More like I could pick out every fifth or sixth word.”

“What’s Doctor Who?” Nruz asked.

“As obsessed with Earth culture as you are, you never saw an episode of Doctor Who?” I asked.

The gray alien shrugged. “I’m more into music and movies than TV shows. It’s, like, almost impossible to get full seasons of stuff out there, you know?”

I shook my head at the absurdity of it. “I’m sorry, guys, but I’m just pissed that this trip was supposed to result in humanity doing something to save itself, and I can’t get past the gatekeepers to get any traction.”

“Well, to be fair, you only spoke to the one government,” Stan reminded me. “There are other countries on the planet that might do something about it.”

“There are problems with that, though,” I said. “I don’t know where the power players hang out in those governments apparently any more than I do my own country. I could just repeat the experience of getting locked up over and over. No thanks.”

“You know…” Nruz began, but I was thinking out loud again and cut him off.

“Maybe I should just crawl back to the fleet and beg the Regent for some ships,” I mused.

“That might work,” Stan said. “The Regent ain’t unreasonable, but he ain’t gonna wanna do this long-distance.”

I nodded in agreement. “It will take a hell of a lot of convincing for him to loan them to us, but it has to be worth a try, right? Then again, it would take days if not weeks, depending on where the Armada is deployed before we could even find them. What if by the time we get back the Dominion has already attacked, and Earth looks like the Gensoon home world does now?”

“That’s a fair point, dude,” Nruz said. “Might be better to look for a solution here, or just be ready to make a stand with the ships that we already have in system, you know?”

“I’d feel a helluva lot better if we had more than just three ships to take on the Dominion with!” Stan said.

“So would I, but like the man said, you go to war with what you have, not with what you wish you had,” I said.

“I told you, dude, you should have started with the people that can actually do something about it,” Nruz said. “We should do what you said and go to Groom Lake…”

An idea hit me and again I cut him off. “Yeah, Nruz, I think you’re right, but maybe not in the way you think.”

“Uh-oh,” Stan said. “I’m not sure I like that glint in your eye, Pencil Neck.”

“What are you talking about, dude?” Nruz asked Stan. “That’s the same look he always gets when he has some weird-ass idea that ends up working when it has no right to.”

“And it always gets us into trouble!” Stan reminded him.

“Hang on and let me work this out, guys,” I said, pacing again. “The Configuration says they have tech that’s 1,200 years ahead of everyone else, right?”

“That’s what the suit said, yeah,” Stan agreed.

I was getting worked up now. “And the basic problem is that whatever alien tech they get a hold of, they release over decades because they don’t think humanity is ready for it, right? They’ve got a monopoly on alien tech.”

“Yeah, I guess in a way. So what?” Nruz asked.

“So, what if we took their monopoly away from them?” I suggested.

“See?” Nruz said to Stan. “Weird-ass idea that has no right to work, but it probably will.”

“I ain’t convinced,” Stan said. “What you got in mind, Pencil Neck?”

“Dude, why do you call him that?” Nruz asked.

“What? Pencil Neck?” Stan asked. “Because he’s a pencil-necked geek, the thinker type, not the action type, though I gotta admit he’s getting better at that part.”

“I am right here, you two,” I reminded them. “Hear me out. Historically, one of the things that has held humanity back from advancing is access to cheap and widely available power. Electricity solves a lot of problems, right?”

“Okay,” Nruz said. “I think I see where this is going. Keep cruising.”

“Who is the Configuration to decide what humanity is or isn’t ready for? They only do it because it keeps them in power. Agent Jones said they pick the companies that win and lose, so we start by leveling the playing field.”

“You wanna gift the world with the fusion technology that powers the rest of the galaxy,” Nruz said.

“Exactly!” I confirmed. “But that’s just the start!”

“That glint in his eye is gettin’ bigger and scarier,” Stan said.

“We should also give them ways to use it,” I said. “Plans for useful tech. Helpful stuff like basic starship design, weapons for those ships, how to build a Transition Space drive, what kind of airlocks the rest of the alien races out there use, and some helpful maps to a few of our favorite hangouts, like Paradise Station.”

“So basically, a ‘humanity takin’ its first steps into the void’ starter kit?” Stan asked, sounding dubious.

“Something like that,” I agreed.

“So, you’re gonna spill the beans about aliens being out there?” Stan asked. “You sure the rest of humanity is ready for that?”

“We have to be. The whole point is that there’s an actual alien threat hanging over everybody’s heads. The government refuses to help, so as usual it’s up to us lowly citizens to fill the gap,” I said. “But to your point, I think there are some of us that can’t handle it no matter how it gets out there. But I also think we’re at a point in human development that we’ve probably never been more ready to find out we’re not alone.”

“I dunno, Pencil Neck, I think you’re puttin’ a lot of faith in your fellow man that I ain’t so sure they’ve earned.”

“That’s the thing with humans. We come in multiple flavors—the good, the bad, and the ugly. Sometimes, we switch up and become the best versions of ourselves even though we started out as something way less than that.”

“And sometimes you commit genocide,” Stan reminded me.

“Let’s try to stay positive,” I said. “Nruz, you got plans for any of this stuff stashed away that we could upload to the Net?”

“Oh, for sure, dude,” the Ramtuken said. “I got basic power plant schematics out the wazoo, plus ship designs from the Gensoon ship builders that includes defensive weapons and shields. I could have it ready to go in a little while. But, like, who do we send it to?”

“I can work up a list of individuals. We can start with CoZmoZe, and the CEOs of all the major aerospace companies. Oh, the car manufacturers, too. I’d love to see a space Cadillac.”

“CoZmoZe?” Stan asked. “Not the electric car guy?”

“Also, the only non-government entity sending spaceships up there. Yeah, he can be a bit abrasive, but if anyone has the resources to get this off the ground…”

“No pun intended,” Stan interrupted.

I snorted a laugh. “Right. It’s Alvin Scents. He has a lot of the resources already in place.”

“So, like, where else do we release it?” Nruz asked. “We want the general public to get their hands on it, too, right?”

“Right,” I agreed. “Problem is that most sites we could upload it to on the regular Web will have it taken down at the government’s order in a few hours, so we’ll have to get it onto the Dark Web as well as all the regular social media sites.”

“No problemo. My people have a presence on the Dark Web as well as fake accounts on social media.” Nruz was slowly nodding and stroking his chin in thought. “I like it, dude. It’s bold. This could work!”

“Or, you know, get us all killed,” Stan said.

I threw up my hands. “C’mon, Stan! Give us a chance! There are some seriously wealthy people out there who will jump on this stuff, want to help defend the planet, and be able to give humanity the kick start to the stars it needs.”

“And all the governments will want to keep it for themselves,” Stan said. “That means shutting you down ASAP. You’re about to be public enemy number one… again.”

“As long as I stay on the ship, or with friends,” I said, nodding at Nruz, “There really isn’t any way they can get to me.”

“You hope,” Stan said.

“Stan, you’re an eternal optimist,” I said.

“I prefer realist,” the AI replied.

“So, before I become plastered on a wanted poster on a global scale, I want to make one last trip home for a final taste of the best of the best,” I said, mouth already watering at the prospect.

“You’re thinking of food at a time like this?” Stan asked.

“Spoken like a guy with no stomach or tastebuds,” I said. “Stan, set a course for as close as you can get to North Clark Street in Chicago. I’m going to CPOG!”

The Chicago Pizza and Oven Grinder Company is located on the first floor of an old brownstone (no one seems to know how old) on North Clark Street, directly across from the site of the infamous St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. This is perhaps Chicagoland’s most famous mass shooting (if you don’t count a Saturday night on the South Side). It is whispered that the lookouts for the shooters used the building as their vantage point, but that’s likely just local legend. It was hollowed out by a fire in the ’70s, and might have been torn down and lost forever if it hadn’t been for a local attorney who spent a ton of his own money to restore it to its former glory.

CPOG is more than just a pizza place. You have to understand that there is no such thing as Chicago-style pizza. It has to be plural. Chicago is the land of pizza, a city-wide smorgasbord, each restaurant with its own unique style and flavor.

CPOG is home to the greatest invention in human history, the Pizza Pot Pie. You don’t order it by the pie, you order it by the pound. Seriously, they ask you how many pounds of pizza you want, and they cook it in a bowl, then turn out literal pounds of ooey gooey goodness onto your plate. Look, there’s no way I can do it justice here, just go try it while it’s still there. Before some culturally-lacking alien blows it up.

Now, you might think that a guy who has already been listed as a wanted terrorist by his own government and about to have the same treatment from the rest of the world might not want to show his face in his hometown. Two things: CPOG isn’t in my neighborhood on the South Side, so nobody knows me there. That DMV photo they used for my wanted posters is really awful. It looks nothing like me. I’m much better-looking than that in person. That’s my opinion and I’m entitled to it. You can keep yours to yourself.

The pizza pot pie was every bit as good as I’d remembered. Well worth the trip. I sat in a corner booth by myself with two pounds of the stuff, intent on bringing some back to Nruz, who couldn’t accompany me for obvious reasons.

Towards the middle of my meal, as I chewed and reveled in it, I watched the other diners around me happily ignorant in their little lives. No larger-than-life struggles, and no bad guys breathing down their necks as far as I could tell. Even if there were, they were probably just regular people, too, so nothing like my current life.

Jones had offered me a shot at that again. Normal life. I hadn’t even considered it, because somehow, in the back of my mind, I knew that there was no going back. This was my new normal. I might as well have brought Nruz here with me, because the more I looked around and thought about it I was as much of an alien here now as he was. The thought made me a little sad and darkened my mood. I got a to-go box and left without finishing.

By the time I made it back from my repast at CPOG, Nruz had his file packet ready to go. Stan hacked into a local Internet Service Provider’s T1 line, and we started distributing presents to the masses, including a video of me explaining the threat like I did to the government types at the Pentagon. Then we did something I am proud and ashamed of all at once.

We went up into a high polar orbit so Stan could seek out and hack as many communications satellites as he could get his cybernetic fingers into. Including satellites owned and operated by one Alvin Scents, CEO of CoZmoZe. Then we took over major broadcasts in prime time all across the planet and played the video as many times as we could, for as long as we could. Eventually, most of the networks and communications companies—including CoZmoZe—kicked us off, but we got it out there long enough for literally millions to see it and even record it, so it wasn’t going away any time soon.

I pictured Agent Jones watching all this going on with his eyes bulging out behind his aviator sunglasses like a Tex Avery cartoon. It made me warm inside all over again. I knew he was going to come for me, and he likely wouldn’t be alone, but even if he took me out you couldn’t kill an idea. And the ideas were out there.

As predicted, the video was taken down from social media for various “community standards violations” within hours of it going up, but the genie was out of the bottle now. It was posted and reposted, and every time it was, thousands of people saw it. Mission accomplished. World, meet galaxy. Space was always trying to kill you, but fortune favored the bold and prepared.

The files and the video caused a fire storm that even I wasn’t prepared for. The internet exploded with it, and there was no shutting it off, like drinking from a firehose. Despite the governments of the world slamming the lid down, it was all everyone talked about. If news companies ignored the story, they were labeled as being in the pockets of the powers that be and lost viewers.

The communications companies had to explain how they’d broadcast either the ravings of a lunatic, or hosted the greatest broadcasting prank in human history depending on who was asking the question. The governments of the world, all card-carrying members of the Configuration, denied the whole thing and called me everything but a child of God. Sticks and stones, kids. Sticks and stones.

The email accounts Nruz opened to sign into various social media platforms were overflowing with questions, interview requests, cease and desist orders, and even a few marriage proposals. See? Told you I was better-looking in person.

A lot of corporations outside the protective bubble of the Configuration made announcements that they were developing the tech, while the companies the Configuration controlled were forced to stick to the party line and deny that any of this was real. The narrative was that it was all a massive disinformation campaign aimed at destabilizing the world economy, and that if I was a real person at all I was likely just an actor hired by Alvin Scents as a red herring. To prove their point, the Configuration engineered the world’s stock markets to take an immediate nosedive. Nice trick.

I admit it was kind of fun to watch, but also scary at how quickly humanity drew tribal lines to hide behind and choose sides. This tribalism was pushed by the news agencies feeding everyone the official narrative. From the chatter online, just as many people thought I was full of shit as believed I was legit. Too many were falling for the official government versions, and it pissed me off.

I thought about shutting down the cloak on Specter II and doing some flyovers of major cities, but the risk of having entire squadrons of fighter jets scrambled after me wasn’t a pretty mental picture. Not to mention the fact that there were anti-aircraft missiles that could be sent our way. I wasn’t worried about missiles hurting us by any stretch, but there was no reason to make the Armed Forces panic just to prove a point. Besides, they’d probably just spin it to make me look even worse, so why bother?

I settled for having Stan hack the companies that benefitted from the stock crash and wipe their servers. He took hundreds of companies offline in a matter of hours. This had a dual effect that I hadn’t even anticipated, because the public forums exploded with talk of the fact that corporations that were pandering to the official narrative were the only ones that were taken down, however briefly. Thus identifying major players in the Configuration to the masses. Soon, their corporate offices were flooded with protestors decrying the cronyism that had plagued our world for so long. It was glorious!

“You know, this is cool and all, dude, but it doesn’t really solve the problem of the inbound bad guys,” Nruz said, interrupting my musings on my improving faith in humanity.

“And that solution is your people at Groom Lake?” I asked.

“Most definitely!” he replied. “Dude, you should see the place since we took it over! Well, I guess you wouldn’t see a diff, since you, like, didn’t see it before, but it’s way better now!”

“How long have your people been in charge of it?” I asked.

“Since we won it on a busted flush about, um… fifty years ago, I guess? Not sure, man. It happened before I left the last time.”

“Wait, you won it?”

“Fer sure! The commander of the Air Force at the time was a big poker fan and had too many tells for his own good, so our leader made him bet control of Groom Lake and won. It was sweet! The Air Force didn’t really want it anyway. Too much publicity from UFO nuts. So, that was the last of the underground facilities that the humans really controlled.”

“Is that what you meant when you said I should go to the aliens in charge?” I asked.

“For sure, man. I mean, not that you guys had much control over anything since Roswell, and even less since Dulce. But you feel me.”

“Dulce,” I said. “I heard Jones mention that the Configuration had a bunch of stuff there. What is it?”

“Bad juju, man,” Nruz said with a shudder. “A long time ago, when you guys were making a new underground base, you accidentally broke through to one that was already there, one built by another species. An underground war broke out, and I’m not sure who won. It wasn’t pretty. Somehow both species ended up sharing the underground space. Us Ramtuken avoid it no matter what.”

“Another species?” I asked. “Which one? Just how many of the galactic races are down here?”

Nruz looked up and to the left, a gesture our races shared when searching for info in our memories. “Lessee, um, as far as I know the Vakness and the Kholdrax have never been here. Other than that, just about everyone else has, but only us and the Daostel have, like, permanent groups here.”

“The Daostel? I asked. “The other lizard boys?”

“Yeah, man, they’re the ones that owned the underground base in progress that your people broke through to. Dude, you really don’t wanna mess with those guys.”

“Why not?”

“Yeah, why not?” Stan chimed in. Maybe feeling left out?

Nruz looked very uncomfortable. “They’re the bad juju, dude. Even to us they’re just rumors. Whispers in the dark that none of us wanna say more than once.”

“But I’ve seen them on Paradise Station,” I protested. “They had attitude, but I didn’t see a lot of difference between them and the Laosorans. The Daostel might be a little bigger.”

“And nastier,” Nruz said. “If you thought the Ramtuken were bad for experimenting on humans, at least that’s all we did. And we eventually stopped.”

“What are you talking about? What do the Daostel do?”

“The word ‘harvest’ mean anything to you?” Nruz asked.

“Of course it does,” I said, annoyed. “Why can’t you just spit it out, Nruz? What do they do to humans?”

“Okay, but don’t, like, shoot the messenger, man. There’s a huge interstellar narcotics market for human—um, excretions.” Nruz looked embarrassed to even say it.

“Excretions?” I echoed.

“Yeah, man, like apparently human adrenaline is a really potent stimulant to several species out there. So, the Daostel make a lotta bank harvesting it and selling it. Word is they’re giving the Laosorans a run for their money in the criminal reptile division.”

The very thought turned my stomach, but I’d seen a lot of crazy since leaving Earth the first time. Plus there was destruction to avert, so I did my best to shrug it off. “Damn. Everybody’s got an angle. Okay, buddy, I guess we’ve done as much damage as we can from here, so let’s go to the Ramtuken family reunion.”

“Dude, I have so been waiting for this! I can’t wait for everybody to meet you!” Nruz said, standing abruptly and fetching something from his locker.

He came back to me and held out a pair of ship-fabricated shoes identical to his, complete with the upside-down Nike swoop.

“Did you take these out of my room on Stronghold?” was all I could think to ask.

“Exactamundo! We’ll be Twinkies again!”

“You mean twinsies.”

“What’d I say?” he asked.

“Twinkies,” Stan answered for me, a definite undertone of amusement in his voice. “You said Twinkies.”

“Yeah, we’re the same, dude!”

I didn’t have the heart to turn him down, so I swapped out my sturdy combat boots for his fake Air-Jordan-almost-look-alikes. He beamed the whole time I laced them up as Stan took us out of orbit and on a course for Nevada.

A short while later we were coming in hot and cloaked over probably the most famous “black site” in North America. The runways of the Groom Lake Air Force base were white strips of sun-bleached asphalt slapped across brown dirt, sand, and scrub.

At Nruz’s direction, Stan decloaked and brought Specter II down beside a small hangar near the tower, which for a building called a tower seemed low to the ground to me.

Alarm klaxons blasted across the base and armed men could be seen rushing from other buildings to surround our ship. Across the base I could just make out some kind of armored vehicle pulling out of another hangar at full speed and heading our way.

“Didn’t you want to call ahead to anyone?” I asked Nruz as Stan set us down with a slight bump.

“Nah, man, they prolly changed all the passwords and junk since I was last here anyway.”

“So, what do we tell the rent-a-cops?” Stan asked.

We almost didn’t get to tell them anything as Banzai, Blue, and Karl spilled out of the rapidly-opening cargo hatch, weapons at the ready. They alternated aim between various members of the security response team, and the armored vehicle and its very large machine gun that had scrambled to meet us.

“Whoa! Whoa! Stand down, robot dudes! I got this!” Nruz said as he got up and opened the main hatch.

“Let me at ’em!” Banzai said.

“We are dogged and relentless!” Blue said.

Karl charged his blasters with a loud whine. “Forgiveness is between them and God. It’s my job to arrange the meeting.”

“SHUT THE HELL UP, KARL!”

I followed just behind Nruz, my hands reflexively going to the butts of my weapons as he went down the ramp and spread his arms out wide like he was about to throw out the first pitch at Wrigley Field.

“Dudes! We come in peace!”


CHAPTER
NINE



At the sight of Nruz, the security forces arrayed around us lowered their weapons. One of them spoke into a mic at his throat and the armored vehicle slowed, then turned back towards its hangar. That prompted me to release a breath I was well aware that I’d been holding.

A general chorus of grumbling from the security guys about this being “just another damn drill” followed. A few of them cast angry glances over their shoulders at us as they stalked back to their barracks or wherever they hung out in between life-threatening situations.

The man who’d called off the vehicle with the big gun remained behind and approached us, slinging his rifle as he went. From a distance it looked like a standard military-issued carbine, but the closer he got the less it appeared so. For one thing, it had an obvious charge pack sticking out of it, which meant it was a blaster rifle. It seemed so out of place here on Earth that it jarred me.

“Nruz, is it?” he asked as he came to a stop a few feet from us, eyeing the battle-bots warily. They still hadn’t packed away their arm guns. It must have been intimidating to have twelve sets of advanced weapons pointed at him, but I gave him credit for not flinching.

“Dude, how’d you know?” the Gray asked.

“I think it’s safe to say that your reputation precedes you,” the man replied, then held out a hand. “Captain Nichols, Groom Lake Reactionary Force commander.”

Nruz gave him a sideways high five slap across his palm as he stepped past him. “Nice to meet you, captain dude. Is the council in session yet?”

Nichols stared at his palm briefly before shrugging and holding out his hand to me. “They were called into emergency session as soon as your ship decloaked. Funny, she doesn’t look Laosoran.”

“That’s because she isn’t,” I said, taking the offered hand into a firm shake. “She’s of Gardranian design.”

His eyebrows shot up at that. “I thought I recognized you. You’re Kai Fletcher, the guy that just blew up the internet and took over every TV channel on the planet.”

“I had help with that,” I said. “I had to get the word out.”

“Looks like it worked. The bosses have been in non-stop discussions to see what can be done about the Dominion threat. Your being here with Nruz suggests to me that it isn’t bullshit.”

“No. I wish it was,” I said. “But it’s one-hundred-percent the real deal, and it’s why we’re here.”

He glanced me up and down; sizing me up, I guess? “Nice shoes.”

I ignored the comment and turned to the battle-bots as they took up defensive positions around Specter II.

“Guys, just don’t let anyone on the ship,” I ordered. “But be gentle! Don’t start a fire fight.”

“You’re no fun at all, Boss,” Banzai said.

“Stan, go ahead and reengage the cloak. We don’t want to give the UFO nuts any more ammo,” I ordered.

“It wouldn’t get my good side anyway,” Stan replied as the ship shimmered from view.

“You don’t have a good side,” Karl said.

“Shut the hell up, Karl,” Stan shot back.

“Is there someone else on the ship?” Captain Nichols asked.

“He’s kind of the pilot,” I said. “It’s a long story.”

Captain Nichols and I followed Nruz, who entered the hangar next to the tower like he owned it, waving at the various human workers around the facility as he went. He made his way to the far wall where a Coke machine sat flush with the side of the structure and waved a hand at it. He then pressed a button. Instead of receiving a nice frosty beverage, the Coke machine slid from the wall to reveal an elevator car.

Nruz turned over his shoulder to me and winked one ginormous black eye. “Dope as hell, right? So James Bond!”

Suppressing a smile, I followed him into the small space with Captain Nichols right behind me. The elevator had no buttons but descended after the doors closed. I figured it for an introductory level we were headed to, like a lobby of sorts.

“Good to see that the council kept you guys on,” Nruz said to Captain Nichols.

“Well, I wasn’t born the last time you were here, but they did decide to keep most of the human staff on hand for appearance’s sake, yes,” Nichols agreed.

“What happened to the rest of the human staff?” I asked.

“Most were reassigned to other bases after lengthy debriefs, and the signing of airtight NDAs.” Nichols said. “At least that’s what they said in my onboarding training video.”

The elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open, revealing a large underground hangar easily ten times the size of the one we’d just left above ground. This space was divided into smaller work areas where more Ramtuken than I’d ever seen gathered together in one place worked on various projects.

As we passed each space, still following Nruz, work in those spaces stopped and the Ramtuken in them whispered to each other. I couldn’t tell so far if Nruz was famous, infamous, or a bit of both. I guess I’d find out soon enough.

As we progressed through the hangar, I noticed that the projects that the various Ramtuken were working on were all technology-related. “Nruz, what do you guys do here? Why do you need a facility like this?”

“I told you before that Ramtuken society is matriarchal, remember?”

“Guys, I think you got it from here,” Nichols said. “You know the way to the council chamber. I need to get back topside.”

“Oh, sure thing, captain dude. Laters!” Nruz said as Nichols peeled off from our small group and went back to the elevator.

“Anyway, like I was saying, the female rulers of our species never leave the home world. The males are sent out into the galaxy to make bank and bring back wealth to them.”

“Doesn’t sound all that different from some societies here on Earth,” I said.

“Well, I guess on the surface it doesn’t, but the thing is, if you decided to get hitched and provide for a wife, and she wanted to stay home and raise kids and junk, then those are decisions you make together, right?”

“Haven’t thought that far ahead, yet; in fact, I don’t even have a girl yet, but yeah that makes sense.”

“And there you go,” Nruz said, stopping to examine some piece of tech from a table in one of the workstations. “Choice. You have one. We don’t. If we wanna stay on good with the matriarchs we have to bring home the bacon, and we don’t have a lot of choice in how that’s done.”

“How do you mean?”

“Okay, I need you to hear me out, Kai,” Nruz said.

It startled me that he called me by name instead of his usual ‘dude’.

“Okay, buddy, go ahead.”

“There’s a few other groups of us on Earth, but we don’t associate with them.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because they’re still engaged in what you might call the trade of Ramtuken specialty, genetic modification. On humans.”

“I thought you said you guys don’t do that anymore.”

“I said we don’t, meaning the crew here at Groom Lake,” Nruz corrected. “See, we even cut off all the underground maglev lines to the other bases. We broke away from the Matriarchy after we tried to change it and got slapped down hard.”

“That sounds like a story I want to hear over drinks sometime. Why’d you try to change it?”

“Remember I said the males don’t have a choice but to leave home and make bank?”

I nodded ascent. “Sure.”

“The females of our species have just as little choice as we do. The Matriarchs rule, dude, but a female Ramtuken is never allowed off the home world. Sure, most of them don’t wanna go, because they live lives of luxury, you know? But there’ve been a few adventurous types that wanted to leave and weren’t allowed to. That’s one of the reasons we tried to change things.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. It never occurred to me that a Matriarchy could be just as much of a prison as a Patriarchy. I guess prison is prison, no matter who’s in charge or how pretty the bars of the cage are. “What was the other reason?”

“You guys, man. Humans. We kinda fell in love with the place and your people. We realized it was wrong to keep experimenting on you to make weird variations for sale to the interstellar slave markets. There’s so much more to you guys than secretions for drugs, or genetically modified slaves.”

“Glad you can see that. I’d like to think we have potential. Is that what the rest of your people here do?” I asked.

“Afraid so,” Nruz responded, leading me further into the complex. “They have contracts with the U.S. Government, trading tech and medical advances for people to experiment on. Then once they have a working design, they start breeding them. It’s pretty gnarly. This is why we’re so focused on tech. With the right advances, you guys got potential. We’ve been trying to do slowly what you just had me do in a few hours back on the ship. The big techno-dump? Dude, I think we’re gonna be legends.”

“Really?”

“Yeah! Or, you know, they could have us executed for messing up the plan. Either way.”

I stopped and placed a hand on his shoulder to keep him from moving forward. “Seriously?”

Nruz gave me a smile. “Nah, dude, I’m almost a hundred percent sure it’ll be legends.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s not totally sure, Nruz.”

“Relax, dude. Time to meet the council.”

We reached a section of the massive open workspace that was walled off from the rest with a set of large doors in the middle. They reminded me of a low-key version of the Gensoon board room, just more practical and less ornate. The lack of armed guards was also reassuring.

The doors opened for us as we approached, and Nruz stepped through without hesitation. I shrugged and followed, hoping the legends thing would be the payoff. I never thought of myself that way, but I’d sure as hell take it over the alternative.

The room was well lit with light strips built into the walls and ceilings. They gave off a soft warm light that illuminated everything without the bright harshness of fluorescents. I’d expected a dank undertone to the smell of the place being underground, but the air was completely without odor. That in itself was weird. It reminded me of Stronghold.

There was a long table, not raised on a dais like the Gensoon board room, at which sat a gathering of seven Ramtuken. I wasn’t sure what I expected from a ‘council’, but this sure as hell wasn’t it. The Gensoon were officious, almost regal in their presentation. These guys looked like they’d been pulled from the mail room and sat at the table at the last minute. No robes, no suits, just casual dress and mugs of something. The smell hit me as we got closer to the table. Coffee. They were drinking coffee, and it smelled good.

I’m not generally a coffee guy, but it reminded me that my stash of Amp was back on Stronghold, and I missed it.

The Ramtuken at the center of the table stood and placed one hand on his chest, raising the other into the air in greeting. He wore a Rush concert T-shirt from the 2112 tour, under an Adidas track suit. I couldn’t see his feet, but I’d bet my stash of precious metals they were sneakers.

“Nruz, my brutha! Welcome back to the Enclave!” he said.

Nruz stepped up to the table and they clasped hands in a very Earth-like bro handshake. “Thanks, Rnstal. It’s good to be back.”

Rnstal turned to me, and his large black eyes got even wider if that were possible. “Is this…?”

Nruz turned to me as well. “Oh, yeah, intros. “My dudes, this is Kai Fletcher. Kai Fletcher, this is the Enclave Council. Rnstal, Ntyal, Khreb, Rvbah, Gtran, Pjab, and last and probably least, Snral.”

“You can bite me, Nruz,” Snral said with a lopsided grin.

Each of the Ramtuken council members had nodded at me when he mentioned their names. They all wore some kind of human music industry merch T-shirts; except for Snral, who sported a Godfather logo on his.

Rnstal sat back down and gestured to a couple of chairs on our side of the table. “Take a load off and tell us what’s going on. We saw the broadcast, so we know about the whole impending doom thing, so you can skip that part for now.”

These weren’t my people, and this wasn’t my show. Somehow I knew this was going to be all about Nruz, and I was happy to let him take the lead. If he wandered too far off the reservation or left out something important, I could chime in.

He didn’t disappoint. Nruz gave a much-abbreviated version of events leading up to his joining me on Stronghold, including a rundown of his time spent working for the Dor’Anian Union. He didn’t even embellish his own contributions too much. He ended with the tale of what he called ‘The Technodump’ of information we’d lobbed into the World Wide Web. When finished he sat back, awaiting their reaction.

Snral shook his head slowly, but I couldn’t tell if he was upset, stunned, or still processing it all. “Nruz, you guys really turned things upside down with this stunt.”

Rnstal nodded his agreement. “Yeah, I mean, we were planning on releasing hydrogen fusion tech next year on a much smaller scale, but then you two just put it out there.”

“Not to mention all the other stuff you handed out like recreational pharmaceuticals at a rave,” Khreb said.

“I know, dudes,” Nruz said. “I get that you might be all weirded out and junk, but when I thought about it, it made sense. Humanity went from the horse and buggy to the space shuttle in, like, 200 years, man! Even though they had help, they did a lot of that on their own. I think they work best in big leaps that everybody benefits from. The dribs and drabs thing was safe and easy, but slow. Slow might get them all killed.”

“Nruz, relax,” Rnstal said, holding up a hand. “We’re not pissed that you did it.”

“Yeah,” agreed Khreb. “We’re mad that we didn’t think of it first!”

“This is bigger than Velcro!” Rvbah added with enthusiasm.

“That was you guys?” I blurted out.

“Aw, hellz yeah,” Nruz said. “The list of tech we’ve released over the years is pretty impressive, but you had the stroke of genius to put it all out there, dude. I just helped.”

“You’ve done a lot more than help, pal,” I said. “Your designs and the work you’ve done has saved our asses more than once.”

Snral stood, holding both hands out for us to quiet down. “Nruz has gone above and beyond, and that’s why we are giving him the honorary eighth seat on the council! Congrats, man!”

Nruz just sat there blinking at them.

I reached over and slapped him on the shoulder. “Way to go, Nruz!”

“I am happy for you, Nruz, truly, and you have done a lot,” Ntyal said, speaking up for the first time. His tone and accent sounded more like a refugee from a BBC documentary than the rest of the council. “However, none of this changes the danger that threatens our adopted home. And we need to address it.”

The others around the table took their exuberance down a notch or two at that, and I realized that Ntyal must be in the number one position on the council. If it could be said that there was a guy in charge, he was it. That’s the vibe I caught off him, anyway.

“Can I assume that to mean that the Enclave is willing to help with this?” I asked.

Ntyal looked at me, puzzled. “That was never a question, Kai Fletcher. The question is how we can help. We may have an answer to the problem, but the answer may be unobtainable, and therefore, in a way, worse than no answer at all.”

“Well, could you be more cryptic?” I said before I could stop myself. I didn’t want to spoil any goodwill here, but I’d managed to keep the terror of the situation and the visions of what happened to Genastia at the back of my mind for all this time, and it was trying to reassert itself.

Ntyal smiled. “Understandable reaction. Khreb, tell them about our findings and their source.”

Khreb took a device out of his pocket and set it on the table, giving it a tap before sitting back. A moment later, an image appeared in the air between us and the council. It looked like a Ramtuken at first, but something was off. It took me a second, but I realized that it was green, not gray, and its face was shaped differently. The eyes were wrong, too. They were not as slanted as a Ramtuken, and from here it looked like there were vertical slits of darker material at their black centers. It almost reminded me of what might be the love child of a Laosoran and a Ramtuken, but that was impossible. Wasn’t it?

“This foul creature is an example of a relatively new species called the Terosians. Just call them Greens. We do.”

“A new species?” I asked. “How does that work? Recently discovered or recently created?” I mean, they were Ramtuken. I had to ask.

“Like the Stolitai,” Khreb explained, “and some other examples, this species was created by genetic engineering. They are a combination of material from Ramtuken DNA and Draco.”

I tilted my head at him. “Draco? That’s a new one to me, too.”

“Nah, man, that’s just one of the names for the Daostel,” Nruz said.

The image of the Green was replaced with one of a Daostel, just like the ones I’d run across on Paradise Station. I could see it now. The appearance of the Terosian was a perfect combo of the Ramtuken and Daostel. It gave me chills.

“Why did they create them?” I asked.

Ntyal took up the thread. “The Dracos are shrouded in mystery. None of us knows where they came from, or how they got here. As to why they created the Greens, we have the answer from one of their own, which itself is problematic. We’re not sure we can trust the source.”

“Why not?” I asked. “You mean there’s a Draco, or whatever, here?”

“One of their kind arrived here a time ago, seeking asylum. Or so he says,” Ntyal replied.

This didn’t make sense yet. “What did he tell you? And why can’t you trust what he says?”

“Yeah,” Nruz said. “All this is news to me, too, dudes. I’ve been gone too long.”

Ntyal looked down for a moment before making eye contact with me again. “It may be better if you see for yourself, but you should prepare for a singularly unpleasant experience.”

The gathered council rose from their seats and filed towards a door in the back of the room that I hadn’t noticed before. Nruz and I looked at each other and shrugged, then got up and followed them.

We were led down a corridor that gave me the impression we were going deeper underground without using stairs or an elevator. The lighting was still the same, but the air in the passageway wasn’t as crisp and clean as the meeting room. A little bit of that underground dankness was present, though I didn’t see any signs of moisture.

We came to a door made of solid steel with plates of armor riveted to it, and no glass. There was a panel on the side of the door, obviously of human manufacture. Or was it? Who could tell anymore? How much tech that we used now actually came from off-planet?

Ntyal tapped a combination of numbers into the panel and the sound of retreating heavy- duty locks sliding back into their recesses filled the corridor for a moment. He pulled on the door, which slowly opened on well-oiled hinges. Even though it was lubed, it was so heavy it still took a good ten seconds to swing all the way to the wall and allow us in.

On the other side was a narrower passageway lined with similarly armored doors, only these had small glass windows in the center of each one. The rest of the council hung back, with Rvbah gesturing us forward to follow Ntyal.

“We don’t need to go down there. We’ve already been,” he said.

Okay, that wasn’t creepy at all.

We entered the hall into what I finally put together was a detention center. Of course, Area 51 has a prison level, because why not? Gotta stash those aliens somewhere, right?

Ntyal waited for us at a door in the center of the corridor. We joined him and he gestured to the window. “Our source of information.”

Inside the room, strapped upright to a gurney like a reptilian Hannibal Lecter, was a Daostel. He appeared to be sedated, and there were tubes running into IV lines that went into his arms and one in his thick, scaly neck.

“Wake him,” Ntyal said into a comm device on his wrist, then slid open the window to the cell.

A beep sounded, followed by the soft hiss of medications being pushed through the lines. After a moment the Daostel’s eyes fluttered open, and immediately went from completely black to glowing soft and golden.

Ntyal took a step back and said, “No, we are not here to let you out yet. My apologies.”

The Daostel turned its glowing eyes to me, then Nruz, then back again, two more times in succession. Puzzlement scrolled across the creature’s face.

Finally it spoke, its voice like the slither of scales across dry stone. “I cannot read these two. Thank the Maker.”

I turned to Ntyal, who was staring at us with his little slit of a mouth hanging open. “What? Was something supposed to happen?”

“He can’t read you. Why can’t he read you?”

“I dunno. What’s that even mean?”

“Daostel are very powerful telepaths that can exercise a certain degree of mind control over other species. It’s why they’re so dangerous, and why we haven’t been able to trust anything this one has revealed. We don’t know if he is subtly controlling us.”

“Dude, he’s trussed up like a pig in there,” Nruz said. “How could you do that if he was controlling you?”

“I allowed it,” the Daostel said. “It was meant to be a sign of trust, but the Ramtuken are reluctant to listen to me in any case. I cannot say I blame them. Curious that your minds are closed to me. Are you by any chance shielded, or in possession of some sort of cranial enhancements?”

Nruz slapped his own forehead. “Dude, that’s it! Our implants!”

It fell into place for me, too. The tech that Hex installed in my head when we first met was something I took for granted these days, but it was seriously advanced by everyone else’s standards.

“Implants?” Ntyal asked.

“Yeah, the AI that runs Kai’s ship gave them to us. They’re the bomb, man! They let us talk to the ship, to each other, and even remotely interface with and control systems on the ship. I guess somehow the frequencies they operate on or something in their construction messes with the Draco’s mental abilities.”

“This is curious,” the Daostel said. “I have never encountered this before.”

“First time for everything,” I said. “You got a name, Draco?” I asked. I might not be under his influence, but he still gave off major spooky vibes. I wondered if they had pheromone output as well like some Earth lizards did.

“I am called Scales.”

“Wait, what? Seriously? Scales?” I asked.

“My true name is not pronounceable by your people, nor by Ramtuken tongues. As such, one of the guards here gave me this label. It is as good as any other descriptor.”

“Okay, Scales it is,” I said. “So, what’s the deal with the Greens? Why did your people create them?”

“To help us win the war against your kind. They were to be our weapon.”

“Why did you need them as a weapon?”

“Your kind reproduces at a rate that we cannot hope to match. The Greens, as you call them, can match it and would have been the perfect foot soldiers.”

“I’m sensing an impending exception coming,” I prompted when he stopped speaking.

“Except for the fact that, a few generations later, they developed the ability to resist our control and are even now plotting against their creators to destroy us, and you as well. They will be satisfied with nothing less than ruling or sitting atop the ashes of this world’s former existence.”

“Well, isn’t that just great? Now I got threats from inside and outside to deal with?”

“The Terosians are developing a weapon that can accomplish their goals. They will use it to force humans and Daostel alike to yield or be destroyed. My own people did not believe this was possible when I warned them. The Terosians hid their treachery well, and as such I was exiled. I came here from the base we share with your kind in what you call Dulce, New Mexico. I sought the aid of the Ramtuken, as they are equally threatened by this.”

My breath came in shallow pulls. This was a lot to process. There was enough on my plate just handling the Dominion threat, and now I discovered that there was a group just as dangerous already on planet? How did we even get close enough to these Terosians to deal with them and their superweapon, whatever that was?

Hang on.

“Scales, what is the nature of this superweapon? Is it a biological weapon like a virus, or is it more conventional?” I asked.

The Daostel breathed a deep sigh before speaking. Was that relief? “The weapon is to be orbit-based and could threaten targets on the surface. That is all I learned before my exile. To my knowledge, it was not complete when I left. Why is it that you seem to believe me when no one else does?”

“Because you can’t control my mind like the others,” I replied. “But they should have listened to you the moment you placed yourself under their power.”

I wasn’t sure why the Ramtuken never made that connection. If he was able to mind- control them, what was the point of the whole prisoner schtick? They were too paranoid for their own good. The fact that this creature placed himself completely at their mercy in an attempt to warn them should have tipped them off. He’d lost his own people, was considered a pariah and an outcast for trying to warn them of a danger that they could see for themselves if they looked hard enough. Now he was a prisoner of the ones he sought help protect against the threat. I could relate.

“Wait a moment…” Ntyal began, but I cut him off.

“Save it, Ntyal. You had your reasons at the time, but I think you guys overthought the situation. Now we have to deal with it as it is. Let’s go. We have plans to make, and you might consider letting this guy out. He’s not a threat to you.”

I went to the door and turned to give the reptilian prisoner one last look. “Sorry for your situation, but I promise you that what you’ve sacrificed won’t be in vain.”

“Uh-oh,” Nruz said. “He’s got that glint in his eye again.”

With his head restrained, the Daostel tried to give me a nod but couldn’t pull it off. “I believe you will succeed, or at the very least perish in the attempt.”

Dying was never in my plans. Ever. Not that it wasn’t always a possibility, but if I thought about it too much it had a paralyzing effect I couldn’t afford to deal with, so I ignored it. Great plan, huh?

I made my way back to the council room, confident that Ntyal would resecure Scales instead of letting him loose. It didn’t matter. I had enough to spark an idea, but I needed more information. All I knew right now was that there was a hybrid race of aliens on Earth that wanted to take control or take the rest of us out, or both. They also apparently had or soon would have the means to do so. A superweapon, for lack of a better term. And considering the weapons tech I’d been exposed to lately, that was saying something.

But whatever weapon they’d cooked up to make good on the threat was something I could use to address the Dominion fleet when it arrived. If I could find it and get it under my control in time I could take out the Dominion goons and de-fang the Terosians in the same step. Win-win.

Tall freaking order.

The fact that this had my mind racing through possible plans without any more intel on the target should have concerned me, but it didn’t. I was too busy processing and incorporating the new info into my existing ideas for the whole situation. I could look back on it and fall apart later. Right now, I didn’t have the time to waste on contemplating the enormity of the situation.

I paced around the council table, trying to sift through all the unanswered questions that needed to be asked before I could form a plan. The biggest problem was that the only information we had on this alleged superweapon was that they were developing one. That was it. It wasn’t near enough. What was it exactly? How could it threaten targets on the ground from orbit? That made it sound like some kind of high velocity projectile launching device, like the old “Rods of God” weapon the U.S. Government discarded plans for a long time ago (at least they said they’d abandoned it). Where was it? Was it already in orbit? That would sure make things easier. What if it wasn’t? How did they plan on getting it there? Damnit. I needed more facts and less guesswork.

This whole mind-control thing had kept anyone from getting close to the situation before now, and I was immune to it. I did not like the direction that was taking my thoughts, but like a lot of situations in my life since leaving Earth it came down to finding myself in the right place at the right time to do something about it. The realization of what needed to be done sucked the wind out of my sails, and I plopped down into a chair at the table.

“Dude, you okay?” Nruz asked as he entered with Ntyal.

“Not really,” I said, folding my hands together on the table’s smooth resin surface. “I’m going to have to go to this Dulce facility for more intel on this superweapon.”

“Dude, you can’t go there alone!”

“I’m the only one who can right now,” I said with a shrug. “Your kind aren’t there except as fodder for experiments, and the base is a joint venture between the Daostel and humans, so at least I could fit in long enough to do some digging around. You’d stick out like a bagel in a bucket of grits.”

I smiled at the use of a phrase my old friend Landon would have said. Or his daughter. I wondered what Chandra was up to. Was she still in deep cover with the Laosoran Syndicates? Had she finished that up already and on to the next assignment? Why did I care?

I shook my head to clear it of the distraction. “You’re going to love the next bit, though, pal.”

“Really? I kinda doubt it, dude, because I already know what comes next after you find it.”

“Then we’re going to have to steal it,” we said together.

“See?” Nruz said, brightening. “Twinkies!”


CHAPTER
TEN



The first thing I asked Nruz’s people for was a way to use the maglev tunnels to access the Dulce facility. That got shot down fast. Those had been permanently sealed years ago, and they weren’t willing to undo that. I didn’t bother to tell them that, technically, they were sealed only so long as no one wanted in badly enough. Let them keep their illusions of safety. Sometimes that was all we had to cling to.

That meant an aerial approach. Ntyal and Rvbah dug through their archives and came up with old CIA and Air Force photos of the surrounding area, and even a schematic for the floorplans of the facility, as it was supposed to have been built before they discovered that the area was already occupied by the Dracos/Daostel. The actual facility might differ greatly from the original blueprints, but it was a safe bet there would be enough similarities for me to navigate it until my wrist terminal could make a usable map.

The pictures revealed a plethora of old abandoned mines loaded with shafts and tunnels that could connect to the facility with a little judicial application of a handheld disruptor beam. I absently patted the butt of the pistol as I studied the photos. We needed a deep sensor scan of the area to see which one would get me there. I wasn’t worried about Specter II being seen as we scouted it. The concern was that the second we fired off an active sensor ping to map the mine shafts, we’d light up someone’s security station and trigger a defensive response that we wouldn’t be able to sneak past.

Oh well, I’d burn that bridge when I came to it.

The Area 51 Ramtuken were collectively embarrassed that they’d basically sat on the one person that had intel on the situation with the Terosians, and were eager to help. I wasn’t too hard on them because I’d realized that even if they’d believed Scales when he’d shown up, there literally wasn’t anything they could have done about it.

The second they waltzed into the place they would have been mind-controlled and taken prisoner themselves. I still wasn’t happy with the way they’d treated the reptilian whistleblower, but I was also smart enough to realize this was out of my control and set it aside in a mental compartment to be dealt with later.

In their eagerness to help, the Enclave gifted me with all sorts of toys to assist the mission. I had new spoofers that could mask my presence as I went, basically putting a field around me that made me invisible to things like security cameras and other sensors. No more waiting for the spoofer to record a loop of an all-clear signal before getting on the move. It could even act as a light source for me in dark places. It was going to be handy as hell.

They also rigged up a miniature version of a ship’s sensor that I was warned to use sparingly. It would give me crazy accurate maps of an area ahead of me that I couldn’t see, but any sensors that the bad guys had to detect ships would pick up on the ping just like they would if Stan did it from Specter II. They might not be able to pinpoint my location after just one ping, but doing several might bring them down on top of me.

New and improved adjustable explosive discs, and non-lethal options on taking down bad guys that didn’t involve my blaster set to stun were part of the deal as well. A second type of disc would, on contact with a target, put out an electromagnetic charge that would temporarily disrupt the target’s own nervous system, bringing about paralysis and unconsciousness. A hand-thrown taser on steroids. Nruz had apparently been working on new and improved power packs for my blaster as well, and those came to be after some of his Enclave pals helped him solve certain storage limitations. My blasters suddenly became twenty-percent cooler, with extra shots in between mag changes! I loved new toys!

They also took my trench coat and improved the lining. Now it was resistant against projectiles of all sorts (except a sufficiently powered bead gun) and just about any blaster no matter how powerful. Believe me, I appreciated that. Except that I kept remembering a line from the 80s movie Running Scared where Billy Crystal’s character requisitions a bulletproof vest from supply and the Sarge behind the cage reminds him “these vests aren’t very effective if you get shot in the face.” I know, I’m just as bad as Stan. Maybe that’s why his pessimism bugs me.

I had all the intel I was going to get without going to the site itself, so I went topside and boarded Specter II. Nruz stayed behind with the Enclave to brainstorm ideas for employing the superweapon, whatever it turned out to be, but the battle-bots were again on cavalry duty to rescue my reckless ass in case I needed it. I’d be feeding Stan all my progress in the facility via my implants, so they’d know right where to find me.

The one thing I didn’t want was for Stan to send them in early. “Stan, we need to come to an understanding about the battle-bots,” I said as I ran through the Specter II’s system checks via my implant.

“Yeah, I know,” Stan said glumly. “I’ll have them melted down after this mission is over.”

“What the hell, Stan? That’s not what I was talking about at all!”

“Oh. Sorry. What were you talkin’ about, then?”

“What were you talking about?”

“Me? Ah, nothin’. No big deal. You were sayin’?”

I looked at the control panel of the ship, as though that was where Stan lived. “I just wanted to make sure that you don’t send them in to find me no matter what, until you hear from me.”

“Oh? Is that all? Sure thing, Pencil Neck. Can do.”

There was a pause, but he didn’t say anything else. “Stan?”

“Yeah?”

“Is there something I should know about the battle-bots?”

“Nah. They’re fine. I mean, they’re slowly becoming self-aware, and one day might question why they’re takin’ orders from a meat sack like you or Nruz, but we got lots of time before that happens.”

And there it was. One more thing to stick on to the back burner. Great. I wasn’t sure if he was being serious or not, and with everything going on I wasn’t going to take time out to dig any deeper. But it did raise one issue.

“And what about you, Stan? Why do you stick around?”

“Is this about to get all touchy-feely uncomfortable now?”

“Not unless you want it to. I know you’re self-aware, at least more so than the bots. So, I’m curious. You could fly yourself anywhere and shoot your own guns. That alone makes you different from the rest of the non-hybrid AI in the fleet, and it even makes the hybrid AIs nervous. So why are you helping me?”

Another silence, this one long even to me, so it had to be an eternity in AI processing time.

“I promised Dad I’d take care of ya, okay?” Stan said at last. “That’s the main thing. I dunno why he likes you, but he does. The rest of it is personal, and why aren’t we under way yet?”

I decided not to push. Stan was a special case all the way around, and I was glad he was on our side. “Okay, buddy. Next stop: Dulce, New Mexico.”
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It was a short hop from Nevada to New Mexico. We zipped over the Dulce area, which was a little depressing in how small and underdeveloped it was. I looked over the internet for mining operations and saw that there were none listed. That was curious. According to the info we got from the Enclave, there should have been several. Even websites that made it their business to map out the locations of active and even past mines showed absolutely nothing.

“This doesn’t make any sense, Stan,” I said after checking a few more maps and survey sites. “None of the tunnels, mine shafts, or entrances that the Ramtuken gave us can be found on any other source.”

“That surprises you?” the AI asked.

“Yeah, a little. There should be at least some history somewhere.”

“And there probably is. In a real book, tucked away in a dusty corner of some small-town library somewhere, but don’t count on it being in Dulce. Lookit, if you had a big underground base somewhere, would you want a buncha people digging tunnels all the way around it and using explosives nearby?”

“Good point. That’s kind of how the first conflict with the Daostel happened, so it makes sense,” I said.

“We’re gonna have to figure out where the base is and not hit it with an active sensor pulse when we go looking for the mine shafts we’re going to use to get inside. Correction, you’re going to use. I’m gonna sit topside and look pretty.”

“According to all the internet legends and scuttlebutt, the base itself is just past the northern edge of town somewhere. Older mining operations tended to start near waterways, and the Navajo river is behind that ridge running across the north edge of town, so let’s do our pulse on the other side of the river. It’s possible that they built part of the base into the ridge line.”

“That is why you are the Pencil Neck. All that makes perfect sense,” Stan said, and moved Specter II in the direction of the ridge line.

“Make sure to narrow the active pulse so that it doesn’t bleed over into the southern side of the river,” I said.

“Like you say all the time: You pilot. You fly big ship. Leave the aiming to me, okay, Pencil Neck?”

I kept quiet while Stan did his thing with the ship’s sensors. I couldn’t really dispute what he said. I just didn’t remember ever saying it out loud.

A few seconds later, the tactical display that was sent directly into my visual cortex lit up with images. There were multiple tunnels and chambers underneath the northern side of the Navajo river as it wound its way around the outskirts of Dulce. That wasn’t the weird part. The weird part was that many of them crossed under the river and looked to keep on going past the cut-off point of the sensor pulse. Some of them looked like they might enter the underside of the ridge line we were avoiding with the ping.

“Stan, overlay what the Enclave gave us with the sensor data, please.”

“I gotcha,” he replied.

The two images combined. Several of the passages on the sensor-pulse-produced-image were newer and not present on the original data. I marked the ones that matched the data from our friends at Groom Lake. Of those tunnels, only two looked like they might go all the way to the other side of the river. I marked them and added the new version to my wrist terminal.

“Okay, Stan, let’s make for the closest of those two. I think either one will do. I don’t really trust the newer ones. We have no idea who dug any of them, but the older the tunnel the more likely it is to lead to somewhere close to the base.”

“On the way,” Stan replied as I felt a surge in the atmospheric thrusters. “You want I should wake up the banana brothers?”

“No,” I said in a stern voice. “They’ll insist on coming along, and I am not having them mess this up with their antics. It’s recon, not a combat op.”

As Stan made the approach to middle of a small canyon on the northern side of the river, I double checked my gear and went to the ramp. “As soon as I’m down, get to a safe altitude and monitor from stealth. I don’t want you on the ground.”

“That puts a delay in my response time if shit goes sideways,” Stan reminded me.

“Can’t be helped. They cannot get their hands on you. No one on Earth is ready for Gardranian-level tech.”

“You were,” Stan said.

“Only after heavy modifications, so I’m a special case.”

“Yeah, that’s what your brother says.”

“Ass,” I said as the ramp lowered, and a blast of wind ruffled my hair.

“Speakin’ of,” Stan said. “You haven’t sent any messages to him or Hex about this plan, or anything else we’ve been up to down here.”

“And you’ve probably already figured out that was on purpose. Neither one of them would approve of me going down there by myself.”

“Uh-huh. Easier to ask for forgiveness than permission?”

“Something like that,” I said as I made the short leap to the scrub, dirt, and rocks below.

The tunnel entrance was a concrete door frame set into the side of the canyon wall as the canyon opened and gave way to riverbanks. It was covered with plywood sheets screwed into the concrete itself that were themselves hidden behind scrub bushes and a few smallish boulders.

A desert hare tore off from behind the bushes as I approached, frightened out of his temporary hiding place. There were probably plenty of coyotes out here that would be happy to see him.

The plywood tore away easily enough once I punched a hole through it and got a grip on the other side. Then I turned the spoofer loose. It hovered in the air in front of me, ready for mental commands through my implant. I sent it through the opening, drew my disruptor, and followed.

The shaft went for a good twenty yards before making a slight angle to the left. The air was heavy with underground smells. It reminded me of my grandma’s basement back in Chicago. Her place had leaky pipes, so there was always some standing water somewhere. A dripping sound could be heard in the distance.

The spoofer stopped at the bend and waited obediently for me to catch up, illuminating the passage with a soft blue glow. The map in my tactical display showed that this was the point where it took a steep downward angle, passing under the Navajo River and then up into the ridge line beyond it at the northern edge of town. That was where the map ended. I didn’t know if the facility was on the other side of the tunnel, or if I’d guessed wrong and would end up in just another abandoned copper mine.

With the spoofer lighting the way, I soldiered on. The skin on the back of my neck tingled as the air temperature dipped a few degrees at the bottom of the steep incline, where the passage flattened out and ran for a long way. I couldn’t tell how far from here because the light from the spoofer petered out at about ten yards.

Sending the spoofer forward, I followed, my feet making little splashes in some small puddles of standing water. A slimy algae or other kind of plant made the going slippery at times and I had to watch my step. There was a small current of water running along the floor. Someday the river was going to break all the way into this thing and flood it. I just hoped it wasn’t today.

I wondered about the purpose of the tunnel. If the facility was at its end as I suspected, then this tunnel made sense as an emergency exit of sorts. The first thing the builders of underground spaces did when reaching the level they wanted to start building out was carve an escape shaft for extra air flow, and as a way out if needed. If this wasn’t what this tunnel was, then its very existence made little sense.

The passageway finally shifted into an incline just as steep as the one on the opposite side, and I leaned into the ascent. The algae tapered off as the tunnel dried out and made the traveling less hazardous, for which I was grateful.

At the apex of the incline, I came to what I had fully expected to find. Okay, what I hoped I would find. Not another boarded up exit leading outside, but a solid concrete wall, presenting me with a seeming dead end.

I had a choice. I could use the sensor pinger the Enclave gave me to map out the other side of the wall or I could use the disruptor to blast through it and press on, which I was going to end up doing anyway whether I took the sensor reading or not. Both options carried a certain amount of risk. The sensor ping could alert bad guys to my presence, or at the very least make them think a ship was scanning the area. The disruptor would atomize a section of wall, which was the quieter option, but if someone was on the other side of that wall, say, for example, if it opened up into a barracks filled with guards, I’d be hosed.

It was times like this that I missed my little personal Stolitai army. The Executioners would’ve come in very handy right about now.

I decided it would be better to have a clear idea of what lay beyond the concrete barrier than not, even with the risk of early discovery. I unclipped the sensor from my side and, after taking a few steps back from the dead end, braced myself and triggered a one-time ping.

I don’t know why I braced myself. It emitted several different kinds of radiation and energy wavelengths to pass through the solid walls and give me a map of what was beyond. It wasn’t like it had recoil like a blaster. I reattached it as my tactical display lit up with new data. On the other side of the barrier was a wide corridor, leading to a set of stairs that opened into another corridor that was part of a much larger network of passages and rooms. The sensor ping revealed at least three complete levels above me before it came to the end of its limited range.

The display showed that there were lifeforms on the levels above me, but none directly on the other side of the barrier. It didn’t show me where they were now, though. Only where they had been at the time of the ping. I wasn’t exactly going in blind, more like going in with dark sunglasses on and hoping not to bump into a coffee table that had been moved.

Semi-secure in the knowledge that the area in front of me was clear of people or other, I hit the firing stud on the disrupter. The beam burst from the emitter with its characteristic hum and I dragged it up and down across the barrier, moving slowly left and right as I went. Within seconds the concrete was reduced to atoms, and the way before me was open, if a bit dark.

Sending the globe ahead of me, I holstered the disrupter and drew my blaster. I still had issues using the atomizing effects on sentients. Call me squeamish, or even cruel because blowing a hole in someone with a burst of energized plasma probably hurt a lot worse than dissipating into the universe at large, but I avoided it anyway.

As I traversed the corridor the lighting improved, so I recalled the spoofer and ordered it out of nite-lite mode and into full-blown camo mode. I was now effectively invisible to sensors of all kinds. I could still be seen with what my dad used to call the old Mark One eyeball, but as long as I didn’t run into any bad guys down here I’d be okay.

Checking the map, I wasn’t sure where to look for this alleged superweapon. To be honest, I only half believed that it even existed. The story that Scales told us about it seemed pretty farfetched, and that was coming from a guy who’d seen a hell of a lot of weird in the last year or so. There didn’t seem to be many life forms on this level at all according to the sensor-ping-generated image, but that could also just be a result of the lack of power compared to a regular ship-powered sensor pulse.

I reasoned that this was likely the top level of a facility that went for several more layers down. After all, it was supposed to be a seven-level base according to the UFO nut ball crowd online. It dawned on me that as the pilot of a couple of genuine starships, I might want to revise my terminology regarding the various UFO enthusiasts out there. After all, yesterday’s conspiracy theory had turned into today’s headline more than once in recent years.

I followed the map to a stairwell that would get me to the next level down and practiced the silent movement techniques I’d learned from the Executioners in our many training sessions together. More life forms were on this level than the top floor, according to the scan. I’d been inside the facility a good ten to fifteen minutes now and I could count on most of the life forms having changed locations entirely, even if they were in the same general areas.

I eased the door open and checked the corridor in both directions. Nobody was coming, so I left the stairwell and padded down the passage to my left. The doors along the wall were completely solid, with no windows or door glass of any kind. No way of knowing if anyone was inside the rooms beyond without kicking off another sensor ping. I only had power for three more in the thing, and I didn’t want to waste them. Aside from that there was also the fact that I still didn’t know if the last ping had been detected and set off any alarms. The fact that the hallways weren’t crawling with armed reptilians or government agents was a little reassuring, and might have lulled me into a false sense of security.

I tried every door handle as gently as I could as I went down the length of the hall, only to discover that they were all locked with card access slots. I’d need to acquire a valid ID from someone before I was going to see what was behind doors number one through nine. That changed my mission into finding some hapless employee I could knock over the head and stuff into a broom closet or bathroom stall somewhere.

Speaking of employees, where the hell was everybody? This floor had a crap ton of life forms on it at the time of the sensor ping, and now every time I approached a red dot’s location on my map they were no longer there. Maybe if I went down another level, I’d find someone to gank for their ID card.

I found a stairwell entrance at the opposite end of the corridor from where I’d started and took the stairs down to level three. Once more I played stealth creeper as I made my way down the corridor, checking every door, hoping to find an open one with someone slaving away at their desk.

Door after door was secure. Figured the only government facility I’d ever visited aside from the Pentagon took their security seriously. I wondered if that was because it was really run by aliens?

Almost to the opposing stairwell on this floor as well, I tried yet another handle, once again expecting the resistance of a locked entrance. To my surprise the handle turned easily, and I almost fell into the room beyond it. I spun around fast and called the spoofer into the room with me before quietly shutting the door. The office I’d entered was empty aside from a desk with a single all in one computer on it. No phone, no printer, nothing on the walls. It looked like a generic empty office waiting for a worker to be assigned to it.

Muffled voices from down the hall caught my attention. At last! Someone was coming that I might be able to get an ID card from. And this office would be the perfect place to stash them until later. I knelt by the door and cracked it open to see who was coming so I could assess how easy it would be to take them down.

If my jaw could have hit the floor, it would have. As it was, I made a decent impression of a Venus flytrap. Agent Jones himself strolled down the corridor, and he wasn’t alone.

Jones walked beside a large reptilian alien, a Daostel, or what the Grays sometimes called a Draco. He walked about one pace behind the nearly eight-foot-tall, bipedal lizard.

As they closed in on my hidey hole, their conversation drifted to me.

“With respect, my lord,” Agent Jones said, “I think you're missing an opportunity. We could use the event of the information release as an excuse to move Project Blue Light ahead by decades.”

"Don't be ridiculous, Jones," the reptile scoffed. "The reasons Project Blue Light is decades away from completion are technological in nature, not societal, although those will have to be dealt with as well. But that timetable is ours to command, and none of your affair.”

"Then what do we do?"

“We've already confirmed through our off-planet agents that this Dominion is a genuine threat. The Vakness and this newly awakened species, the Kholdrax, have indeed aligned and are threatening this world. What we do not know is anything at all about the third faction, the Gardranians, who oppose the Dominion. This Kai Fletcher claims to be aligned with them, and indeed may be the reason our world is a target. Therefore, we must know what he knows. Find him and bring him here."

"He has his own starship that appears to have a cloak. So far, he’s evaded detection," Jones admitted. “Our intel says there’s a high probability he will seek out this facility.”

"Depending on the shielding his vessel has, the cloak may be susceptible to certain kinds of electromagnetic pulse attacks to weaken it. Isolate the ship with those, and use your Space Force to bring it down.”

"Yes, my lord."

Only logical that I’d eventually make my way here, I suppose, I thought. But it angered me that they’d guessed my plan so easily.

“Once he is here he'll be unable to resist our mind control, as all of you primates are."

Oh, do I have a surprise for your scaly ass! I thought.

"It is a pleasure to be controlled and to serve," Agent Jones said with a bow.

Simp.

I didn’t really want them experimenting with electromagnetic pulse weapons to try to reveal my ship’s location. Then again, if they knew I was already on the ground they wouldn't be looking for my ship. Time to take a gamble.

I opened a channel to Specter II via my implants. "Stan, get your ass back in orbit right the hell now. Don't come back down till I tell you."

"What? Why?"

"What part of right the hell now do you not get?"

"Okay, okay, I'm goin’, but this is bullshit!"

I gave him a few seconds to get well on his way and out of the immediate airspace before stepping from hiding right in front of them. "Hey, Jonesy, is there somewhere I can get my parking validated around here?"

Jones’ eyes opened so wide that I almost saw them behind the aviator glasses that he was inexplicably still wearing. The reptilian merely regarded me coldly. Well, I guess, being cold-blooded, he didn’t have much of a choice, but you get me.

The lizard’s eyes narrowed, and I felt a tingle at the base of my skull that radiated up into the top of my cranium, then abruptly went away. The reptilian’s eyes were as wide as the agent’s now.

“What?” he exclaimed, astonished. “How?”

“Would you believe Ancient Chinese secret?” I said before launching a solid side kick into his scaled gut, sending him flying back a good ten feet.

Agent Jones, frozen into inaction at the sight of his boss’ mind control failing and seeing him knocked down the passage, took too long to draw his weapon. He was just reaching for it when the same foot I’d used on his Daostel overlord caught him in the jaw. He flew into the wall and slumped to the floor with a mailsack thud.

The Daostel was back on his feet, apparently made of sterner stuff than his human henchman, and reaching for a weapon. Stupid move. My blaster was still in my hand, so I shot him. It was a good solid center mass hit. He jerked back with the force of it and looked at the smoking hole in his abdomen. Then he looked at me, his eyes narrowing to angry slits.

“That actually hurt,” he said.

“Oh, shit.”

Anything worth shooting is worth shooting twice, so I shot him again. A lot. I didn’t count the trigger pulls, but I’d wager it was more than five. Then I turned and ran like hell as klaxons went off.
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I tore down the corridor away from Agent Jones and his recently perforated overlord, cursing myself for not remembering to grab Jones’ ID card. All the doors were still locked, and I had no way to open them. I took the stairs back to level two on my way to the first level because it wasn’t as occupied as the lower levels according to the sensor scan.

Two humans in dark suits waited at the top of the stairs for me. It looked like Jones had brought some of his playmates along. Perfect. My blaster barked twice, and one went down while the second pushed himself against the railing and got a couple of shots off. I instinctively turned to the side and grunted as the two rounds slammed into my side. The anti-ballistic lining on my new coat worked as designed and kept me un-punctured, but it hurt like hell, knocking the wind out of me.

I shoved the still-collapsing agent out of my way to tumble down half a flight of stairs as the two agents stationed at level one fired down into the central space the stairwell made. Bullets ricocheted off the railing and stairs, into the walls, showering me with sharp-edged pieces of concrete. I pulled an explosive disc out and flicked it up at them. I sent it too hard, though, and it bounced off the ceiling. It was halfway back down to my position when it detonated, covering me with more concrete dust and only slowing down the incoming fire for a couple of seconds.

Damnit, I was not supposed to do their job for them! They were calling for reinforcements, so I took door number one, onto the second level, and dashed down that corridor at top speed. My goal was to beat the reinforcements before they could exit the other stairwell, or at least meet them halfway and clear them out of my path back up to level one.

It occurred to me that, in my haste to protect Specter II and Stan, I had kind of sacrificed my mission to find the Greens and their alleged superweapon, but there was nothing to be done for it now. This was what happened when you rushed the casing of a joint before you tried to rob it.

As predicted, two agents exited the door to the other stairwell just as I rounded the corner, taser discs in hand. This time it didn’t really matter how hard I threw them. The discs made contact and my two latest enemies did the electric slam dance before collapsing into each other on the floor. I jumped over their still-twitching forms and burst through the doors, then took the stairs two and three at a time to get to level one.

The map showed me where multiple life forms had been back when I did the sensor ping. At the time I didn’t know who or what those dots were, but I had a suspicion that those particular lifeform readings might represent something or someone I could use. Not sure how I made that mental leap, except that in an underground base run by aliens the guards were in small groups, and larger ones were probably some kind of workforce. That was something I could work with.

My spoofer was still flying along with me, keeping me off cameras and other sensors, for which I was grateful. Unless a guard laid eyeballs on me, I was off their pursuit grid. Not that I thought the respite would last long, but I hoped it would be long enough.

Despite the peak physical condition that the nanites in my system maintained my body in, the truth was that I spent a lot of time on pilot command couches and not exercising. It was catching up to me. My breath was getting ragged and the impact points where those two slugs were stopped by my trench coat were radiating pain through my whole torso, slowing me down.

The layout of the building changed as I ran along the longer central corridor, instead of sticking to the edges of the level where the stairwell entrances were. The floor tiles gave way to bare unpainted concrete and the drywall was the base color that it came in, not painted the baby crap brown that most government offices had been using for the last few years. The space opened up and looked unfinished and under construction, which puzzled the shit out of me.

This was the top level, which to my way of thought meant it had been built first, so why did it look unfinished?

I slowed to a fast walk, which allowed me to take in my surroundings in more detail and catch my breath. The drywall ceased altogether and became bare rock, like the interior of the ridge line that the base was built into. What the hell?

Slowing even more, I pressed my back to the stone wall and crept along because the sounds of tools striking rock announced that I was no longer alone. I was about to be sandwiched between my pursuers and whatever or whomever was ahead. This was either going to be helpful or a dead end.

The space opened into a vast chamber of natural rock, lit by pole-mounted mobile versions of the same light strips that provided illumination for the lower levels of the base. I dropped behind some rocks that had been hewn from the sides of the cavern.

On the far side of the cavern a line of humans in orange coveralls that reminded me way too much of prison issue clothing worked hard. I’d only been inside Cook County once, and though I am not a believer in all things mystic, that shade of orange is not in my personal color wheel. The slaves—prisoners?—chipped away at the rock with hand tools, expanding the already cavernous chamber, but that wasn’t what held my attention. It was their overseers.

They were watched by a small group of aliens that were dead ringers for Ramtuken, except for two features: they were way taller, like a good six-foot-six each at least, and their complexion was a mottled gray-green, closer to the color of a Daostel than a Ramtuken. I’d found the legendary Greens. I had no idea what they were doing with their little remodeling project up here on the first level, but I was willing to gamble that it had something to do with their weapon project and eventual rebellion against the Daostel that Scales had warned us was coming.

A secondary line of workers shuffled away from the main group, each pushing what looked like a hovering wheelbarrow filled with rocks and rubble to be dropped off at a growing pile near my side of the chamber. The alarm klaxons could still be heard in the background, which prompted me to wonder why these guys were still working. Every prison I’d ever heard of stashed the inmates at the first sign of trouble to keep them under control.

I moved from shadow to shadow behind the boulders and large rocks lining the rear of the chamber, slowly making my way closer to the line of workers with the hover-barrows. When I was about ten yards away and almost out of concealment options, I saw the ankle bracelets they wore. They looked cobbled together from spare parts, but I recognized one component. Each bracelet was topped off with a small grenade, like the miniature explosives the Stolitai used.

So that’s why they didn’t run.

I felt bad for these nameless slaves. God only knew where they were from or how they came to be pressed into service here. Were they federal prisoners transferred from some penitentiary somewhere? I didn’t think so. None of them had the “jailhouse” fitness build of really developed upper bodies and thinner legs. In fact, many of them looked one level removed from concentration-camp skinny. They’d been here a long time, given the bare essentials in nutrition, and probably worked until they died.

I was so stopping these bastards.

Knowing it was only a matter of time before the Configuration suits and their Daostel masters came this way to find me, it was time to stop being so conspicuous. As much as I hated to do it, I needed one of those orange jumpsuits. Maybe there was a laundry facility in here somewhere? Scratch that. I didn’t have time to look for it. I’d have to make do with what was available.

As I moved closer to the workers—a continuous, circular procession of filling hover-barrows at one end of the chamber and emptying them at the other—I waited for a gap in the line that might afford me the opportunity I sought. After a few more minutes, and finally maneuvering myself into position behind the pile of rubble they deposited their loads onto, I caught a break. One worker came along by himself. He was a little shorter than me, but that was okay because his jumpsuit was oversized for his height and would probably fit me.

As he emptied his barrow, I got his attention with the all-time-classic, “Pssst!”

To his credit, he slowed his walk but didn’t stop. “You must be the reason the alarms are going off. Are you here to help us?”

“That’s right,” I affirmed. “And I need to borrow your jumpsuit. Want to take a break?”

“Love to, but I can’t,” he said. “The Greens don’t mind-control us like the Dracos, but the lizards planted obedience commands into us. The Greens told me to fill and empty so that’s what I do, until they call us back to the dorms for a meal break, which ought to be soon.”

“So, you physically can’t stop working until then?”

I could see he had a hard time not moving back to the line of workers. He strained against their control, and the effort cost him energy he couldn’t really afford.

“No.”

“Can you take a piss break?”

His expression brightened a little. “Yeah, I can do that.”

He let go of the barrow, and I crouched a little lower as he called out to one of the Green overseers. I thought he was about to report my presence, but he only asked to be allowed to relieve himself.

The overseer nodded at him once. “Five minutes. And don’t leave a stinking puddle near the discard pile. Find a corner.”

“Understood!” the prisoner said, moving behind the rubble pile towards the back wall.

I waited until the guards had seemingly forgotten about him, then followed, again keeping to the shadows. I found him doing his business in a notch in the wall. He really did have to go.

“What’s your name, man?” I asked.

“Stu. Stu Lennon,” he answered. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

“Stu, no offense, but the less you know the better off you are.”

“Okay. I can’t just give you my jumpsuit, you know.”

“I figured, and I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

Without warning, I cold-cocked him in the jaw hard enough to take him down instantly. I peeked over the top of the rubble pile to see if anyone had noticed the sound of the strike and his dropping to the rocky cavern floor. The guards continued to not notice anything out of the ordinary, and the other prisoners kept their eyes downcast like good little slaves. I was pretty sure that some of them heard the ruckus, but they weren’t saying anything. That suggested that the mind-control of the Daostel had its limits, which was a good sign.

I dragged Stu’s unconscious form closer to one of the high spots in the rubble pile and stripped the jumpsuit off him. I pulled on the jumpsuit over my clothes and gear, stuffing the length of my trench coat into the back, making my ass look huge. Why was it that I always ended up back in some form of nasty-colored coveralls? I needed a line of work that didn’t involve bad fashion choices.

I joined the line of workers with Stu’s now-empty hover-barrow, imitating their shuffling movements and defeated and stooped demeanor. I wasn’t worried about the Greens noticing a “new worker” suddenly appearing in the ranks. If there was one thing I’d learned in my travels, it was that aliens were just as guilty as humans in the whole “they all look alike” prejudice. The only thing that concerned me was that they might catch that I lacked an ankle bracelet. I left that to chance because there wasn’t much I could do about it. I was almost certain that if I’d tried to take the one off Stu, a tamper-resistant circuit would have deprived him of a foot and me of at least one hand. Besides, dressed like this, I could move freely about the facility without one and spew some lame-ass mind-controlled orders to perform some lowly tasks that the aliens wouldn’t want to do for themselves. Moving along the line of workers allowed me to do a sort of recon of the area while planning my next move. Hiding in plain sight.

After my fifth or sixth trip from the wall to the rubble pile, I noticed a tunnel that broke away from the main chamber we were widening. That looked like a good place to check for a hidden superweapon to me. When they took the meal break Stu had told me was happening soon, I’d break away from the group and check it out.

One of the Greens checked a display on a device strapped to his wrist. No, not strapped, I realized; it was a part of his arm, cybernetically integrated with his flesh. Funny, internal mods like my implants didn’t bother me but something like that on the outside grossed me the hell out.

The Green checking his wrist device tapped another button on it that made it emit a short, yet shrill electronic whistle. Without pause, all the workers in my line stopped and let go of their barrows to hover in place, while their digging counterparts did the same with their pick axes and shovels.

Both groups moved to the center of the cavern into a neat almost military formation to await orders, so I joined them. The Green who’d triggered the whistle stepped to the front of the group, looking us over with a fair amount of disgust.

“Return to your dormitory for your meal break. We will collect you afterwards. Be gone.”

Without a word the group moved off, one line at a time, single file back the way I’d come when on the run from the guards. It was now or never. I paused in front of the Green who’d ordered us back to the barracks.

“What is it?” he demanded.

“Please sir, I need to relieve myself,” I said. What the hell? It worked for Stu.

“I shouldn’t let you. I should tell you to hold it until your pathetically small human bladder bursts.”

“That is your right, sir,” I replied, hoping I wasn’t overdoing the subservient act. I hadn’t seen any of these guys except Stu interact with them, so I wasn’t sure what the norm was.

The Green shook his head a little, his lips curled slightly. Perhaps he didn’t like the way I smelled. Or he just hated humans altogether. I didn’t care as long as it made him dismiss me faster.

“Go do your business where the other one went and get back to your dorm,” he ordered.

“Yes sir! Thank you, sir!” I said with a fast bow, and dashed off to the rear of the rubble pile like I was about to burst.

I heard a derisive snort from behind me and the steps of the guards as they went their own way, presumably back to their own quarters for a meal break as well. As long as they left, they could march straight to hell for all I cared.

As soon as they were gone, I stopped pretending to drain myself and crept to the rear of the cavern towards the rough-hewn passage I’d noticed earlier. There was no artificial lighting here, and I wanted to make sure I didn’t show up on any security sensors anyway, so out came my little buddy the spoofer. I placed it in nite-lite mode and proceeded down the passage.

It was a short tunnel of sorts that opened into another cavern like the one I’d just left, only this one was more finished, with flooring installed and what looked like the doors to rooms lining the smooth walls that were still waiting for a coat of paint. The lighting strips like the ones in the rest of the facility were installed here, so I dimmed the light on the spoofer and left it in security-flummoxing mode.

My heart raced a little as I noticed that the doors here had no card readers on them. If they were unlocked, I might be able to learn something useful. There was a scuff of boot on stone behind me from the connecting tunnel.

“Where did you go, slave?” a voice called.

Damnit. He’d come looking for me. Bad day to suddenly get concerned about fulfilling your duties properly. I dashed across the cavern to the first door I could get to and tried the handle, which to my complete relief turned and opened the door. Slipping inside, I crouched down and pulled my blaster just in case ‘tall, dark, and greenish’ decided to follow me in here.

Footsteps shuffled past the door, and out of my range of hearing. Thank God. If it had been me, I would have tried every door to make sure. Maybe he wasn’t as on point as I’d thought. Like the rest of the doors in this place there was no window, so I ordered the spoofer to flare up again while I looked for a light switch. I finally located a button on the side of the door and tapped it with a fingertip. Light strips in the ceiling came to life and revealed a room full of computer terminals and what might be data servers, which reminded me so much of the ones in use by the Ramtuken that it couldn’t be a coincidence. It seemed that genetics weren’t the only things the Greens and the Grays shared.

I wondered if they had a database I could hack.


CHAPTER
TWELVE



When I talked about hacking a database, I wasn’t talking about me doing anything that involved passwords, or code. Dear God, no. I just looked at computer code and I got a headache. I had a friend that worked IT show me a bunch of different commands I could run in Power Shell on a Windows PC one time. They were fun and useful, but unless I carried around a list of them or used them every day, I wasn’t going to remember them.

What I meant when I said I was going to hack a database was connect my wrist terminal to the thing and let it figure out how to get to the juicy stuff. I pulled the hair-slim data cable from the device and inserted it into a port on the side, just like I’d seen Nruz do once on the refueling station he used to work on. I waited for the tip of the cable to reshape itself to fit the receptacle. Then the display fed into my visual cortex, showing me a series of dots to let me know it was working on it. The dots increased by one every few seconds, I guess as a way to keep me from wondering if it was still going, just not finished.

The software that ran this terminal was very intuitive. Like before when I’d used one similar to look at information on a Vakness wealth storage facility, it divvied up the data in a filing format I was familiar with. It organized everything into drives, folders, and subfolders for me instead of calling them by the names their original programmers used. It was helpful that way.

After a few more seconds of dots across the bottom of my display, the terminal gave me a representation of the system I was connected to, including other machines on the same network. There weren’t many. I counted and came up with a total of fifteen alien computers on the network, five of which were in the room with me. That included all four servers. The rest of the workstations were located elsewhere in the facility. That didn’t seem big enough for a place that was supposed to be seven underground levels of top-secret alien/government nastiness. What was up with that?

As I selected the icon of the machine I was connected to, its name given by my terminal’s system being Terosian (species origin), WS (for workstation) 01 (probably because it was the first one I connected to), I realized my mistake. I thought this was the network for the Dulce base, but that wasn’t it at all. The terminal had figured out that this network was by and for Terosians only. The Greens had a private system here. I was willing to bet that the Daostel knew nothing about all this new construction happening on level one either.

I filed that away as useful facts to have on hand later and opened the main drive of Terosian WS01. Since the network was isolated from the rest of the base, I wasn’t worried about the Daostel figuring out where I was. The Greens were another story. I wasn’t sure how long it would take them to notice me poking around, so I needed to do my digging fast.

WS01 contained lots of folders full of files on the construction project going on nearby, including its purpose. The Greens wanted their own private operations center away from anything connected to the Daostel or the Configuration until the fulfillment of something called Operation Unyoked. Sheesh, these guys had been spending too much time around U.S. Government types.

There was a giant subsection on the Daostel/Dracos. Biology, psychology, culture, societal structure, and hierarchy. Something was missing, though. What was it?

I wasn’t the best student back in my school days, but even I could tell there was a glaring omission here. I thought back to social studies in high school taught by our head football coach, Mr. Friedman. He wasn’t some over-muscled failed quarterback who ended up coaching high school ball because that was all he was fit for. One of the things that made it my favorite class was that Mr. Friedman was an actual teacher, with a love for the subject matter that he passed on to his students. He wasn’t just forced to teach the odd class or two to maintain his accreditation with the state.

In his class, history came alive. Mr. Friedman loved telling us cool stories about the people that got our country to where it is now. The good, the bad, the ugly, and especially the funny, and sometimes perverse. It was Mr. Friedman who told us that Benjamin Franklin was the father of our country in more ways than one. That dirty old man had thirteen illegitimate kids in Paris alone!

History. I almost snapped my fingers when it hit me. That’s what was missing. No history on the Daostel at all. I told the terminal to search the folders on all the other servers and workstations for it. Nada. It didn’t exist. No mention of their planet of origin, or even how and when they ended up on Earth. Weird. I guess as the parent species, the Daostel never felt a need to explain their origins to their genetic creation? But why hadn’t the Greens learned it on their own, and why wasn’t it important enough to keep on record?

A sub folder on Terosian SRVR-03 caught my attention as I finished my search for history files. The title was Operation Unyoke/Tools. Well, that was interesting! Opening the folder I was greeted with even more subfolders, most of which were frankly boring. Pages and pages of how the Greens deserved better than the lot in life they’d received, and how they were poised to take what was rightfully theirs, yadda yadda yadda. Typical dissident stuff. I could find similar papers on any college campus bulletin board.

The last folder seemed like it might have what I was looking for. It was labeled Freedom From Above. Inside was paydirt! The first file was a description of the plan itself. The superweapon was an idea they’d stolen from us humans. I’d been right in my guess of the old Rods from God plan. I remembered this from an episode of The Why Files on YouTube. The idea was to place a machine in orbit that was basically a rail gun that sent telephone-pole-sized tungsten rods at high speed into the surface of a planet. The impact would be every bit as powerful as a nuclear blast, leveling cities and inhabited regions.

If you used enough of them, you could create a blanket of airborne dirt and debris that would encircle the planet, reducing sunlight and triggering widespread famine because crops wouldn’t grow as well. That was their plan to handle humanity. Basically wipe out the population centers and starve the rest of us out. Once that phase was put into motion, they’d wipe out their Daostel creators.

It was evil. It was genocide. And damned if it didn’t look like it would work.

There were blueprints and designs for the weapon that they stole from NASA and modified to incorporate their own advanced tech to make it work. The original project was abandoned by the U.S. Government for multiple reasons, one of which was powering the coils that formed the rail gun. The Greens had solved that little headache.

One of the things about a rail gun like this is that it could be turned against starships as well if they were close enough. The rods could be sent across the void at a small percentage of the speed of light, and the same kinetic energy transfer would probably vaporize most of a target. If Nruz could figure out a way to build this, combine it with a targeting system and maybe a simple AI to run it, we could take out anything the Dominion could bring to the system!

I downloaded all of it into my wrist terminal and waited impatiently as the dots reappeared to creep their way across the bottom of my display. I would have bitched about the speed, but I knew enough to realize that I was stealing literally terabytes of data and the speed was better than anything that currently existed on Earth. I’d just have to be patient. At last it was done, and I had my terminal send a command that wiped all evidence of my presence, so no one would have any idea what I’d looked at and especially what files I’d copied.

Just as I was disengaging the cable and allowing it to retract into my terminal, the door burst open. The massive Green I’d asked permission from to use the bathroom showed me the advantages of his mixed ancestry by leaping across the twenty or so feet separating the door from the workstation to land right beside me. He brought a metallic rod of some kind that I hadn’t even noticed was in his hand to the back of my skull. My whole world exploded into white sparks, followed by darkness.

[image: ]


It was the ringing in my ears that brought me back to consciousness. It was loud as hell. A collage of hazy memories drifted through my barely-awake mind.

Long, greenish fingers plucked my weapons out of their holsters, and someone said to take them to the weapons lab for testing and analysis, but the words stuttered and were eventually replaced with a language I didn’t understand. I really didn’t want them to have my disruptor, but there was literally nothing I could do about it because I was restrained. It felt like straps across my chest securing my arms to my sides.

All my other remaining toys were systematically removed from my various pockets and pouches. My vision was still blurred, so I couldn’t tell how many of the Greens were in the room with me, but from their voices it was at least three, maybe four. They all sounded alike to me. Wait, that shouldn’t be. My implants assigned different voices to individuals when it translated their speech into the audio processing centers of my brain. Were they offline? That was bad.

My vision slowly focused and Dr. Lizardo came into view, talking to a Green by the door.

“The sample I obtained before was degraded by nanites that self-destructed, so we’ll need more genetic material,” the man said as he touched his fingertips to his face.

His face, no, it was worse than that, all the skin and hair covering his head came away from it with a hiss to reveal another Green.

“I’ll handle it,” the other Green said as Lizardo nodded and left the room.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d told me he was an alien. Just not which flavor. But it was also kind of a lie. His species weren’t aliens technically. They’d been home brewed by the Daostel. Classifications were so complicated.

I decided to worry about that later. I was in deep shit, and it was time to call in the cavalry.

“Stan, it’s time to send in the clowns.” I transmitted. “I got knocked out and the Greens have me in a secret section of the top floor of the facility. That’s the good news. The bad news is they have all my weapons and gear.”

I was greeted with silence.

“Stan?”

Nothing.

Shit.

I’d taken a blow to the head with that silver wand thing in the Green’s hand, but I didn’t think it hit me that hard. I wondered if it possessed some other property that affected my implants. Knocked out the short-range comms somehow? That made sense. The wrist terminal had a new and improved subspace comms array, so I tried that before they hauled it off, too.

I reached out to the terminal, expecting the display to pop up in the usual place in the lower right of my vision. It flashed into existence for a few seconds, flickered once or twice, and then vanished.

Uh-oh.

Houston, we have a problem. I was cut off.

A few seconds later it didn’t matter anymore, because one of the Greens removed the wrist terminal from my arm and held it up for examination. Somehow, he managed to pop open the manual interface with its tiny keyboard and randomly tapped at them. A few seconds after that, a small puff of what my dad called “the magic smoke” eked out of the sides, telling me that the security measures Nruz built into it had worked as advertised. The thing just scuttled itself. Damnit! Not another one!

They were in for a nasty surprise in about another two minutes, because once it fried its own circuits the next step was for it to trigger a small charge built into it that would destroy it completely. I kind of hoped this asshole was holding it when it happened. One of the Greens gestured for the one holding my terminal to take it away.

“You should put that in your pocket for later,” I mumbled as he left the room. Why was my voice so slurred? Was I concussed? Again, I didn’t think that guy hit me that hard, so what was up?

“Ah, the primate speaks,” one of the Greens said. “I wondered if your monkey brain would recover from the stun wand or not. If we had the weakness for wagers that your kind does, I would have lost that one.”

“No worries. I still think of you as a loser if it helps,” I said. Yeah, you can take the kid out of the South Side but not the South Side out of the kid.

He held up a stick-like device and placed one end of it onto the center of my chest, then tapped a button that made the tip light up.

A searing burning pain tore through me, fire mixed with electricity, forcing all my muscles to contract, arching my back as an involuntary scream was ripped from my throat. The straps securing me were the only thing that kept me on the table. An eternity later he shut it off and I slumped back down.

“Only speak when asked a question, primate. I have no patience for your human blather,” the Green said, holding the wand over my face for emphasis.

I just couldn’t help myself sometimes. “Was that rhetorical, or was I supposed to say something to that? Your instructions are shit.”

Another application of the “wand of pain” later and I had my answer.

As I struggled to breathe through the pain while the last ripples of electric fire ebbed from my nervous system, there was a muffled boom from somewhere else nearby in the facility, and I smiled.

“I’m assuming that your device just went through a second stage of self-destruction that has possibly injured one of my brethren,” the Green still in the room with me said.

“And I hope it hurt like a bitch,” I replied.

He said nothing as he clipped the wand to his belt and picked up another device from a nearby table. This thing looked medical in nature and reminded me of a larger version of that stupid hook they used to pick at your teeth in the dentist’s office. Only, the tip of the hook was hollow like a large-gauge needle.

He leaned over me as if looking for the perfect spot to stick it. “As I recall, humans keep their most potent genetic material in their genitals.”

Oh, hell no.

The next few minutes passed in agony, the screams produced from the torture wand previously seeming like whispers in a gentle breeze as the Green harvested genetic material from me. No, I don’t want to talk about it.

When he finished I felt like a dried-out husk, my breath coming in shallow gasps as the pain radiated from my crotch to the rest of my body. My thoughts were a jumbled mess, and with the concussion or whatever it was I couldn’t focus on a damn thing, much less think of an escape plan.

“Thank you for your donation to further the advances of Terosian genetic research,” the Green said.

“You could have at least told me your name before the intimate stuff,” I managed to get out in between gasps. “You didn’t even ask for my safe word. It’s Ecclesiastes, by the way.”

That brought another taste of the wand of pain for speaking out of turn. As I arched and screamed again, swearing that I was going to eventually shove that damn thing down his throat, I felt one of the straps give a little. He didn’t appear to notice. He didn’t know that I was much stronger than the average human.

That was perfect.

“You will now describe in great detail all the files that you destroyed on our server,” the Green said. “You may address me as Lord Torq.”

Right. The hell I would. “I didn’t wipe any files,” I said. “I just told my terminal to cover my tracks.”

“Lies will not be tolerated,” Torq said, pulling out the wand of pain again.

“Hey, sometimes the terminal interprets my instructions in a weird way. I can’t help it if it decided to fry your server instead of doing something clever. Then again, I was in hurry at the time.”

He held back for a second, and I realized that I’d blown a chance to work at the weak strap some more. Damnit. I needed to piss him off again.

“We performed a scan of your body while you were recovering from the effects of the stun wand,” Torq said, clipping the torture device to his belt again. “You have an impressive set of cranial implants. Where did you come by them?”

“Well, you see, Torqy, there’s this awesome gift shop on Paradise Station next to the Howling Monkey…” I began.

That brought out the pain wand again, and I made sure that I directed my spasms as best I could to the side of my body where I’d felt the strap give a little. During the latest session, I felt some more tearing. It wouldn’t be long now before I’d be able to rip it myself without the pain reaction assist.

“You are being intentionally obtuse and evasive,” Torq said.

“Ya think?” I said. “Piss off, hybrid. I’m not giving you anything else. You’re not even a real species. You’re a lab experiment, and probably not even a real sentient.”

More pain. More strap tearing, and this assclown wasn’t even noticing.

“The Terosians may have been genetically engineered by the Daostel, but that only means that we are superior by design to anything nature created on this world, including you and our so-called creator/masters.”

Wait. What? The Daostel were from Earth?

My face must have registered my surprise, because Torq seemed to enjoy my confusion. “You didn’t know? How amusing. Yes, little ape, the Daostel evolved right here on Earth millions of years before your ancestors were scurrying amongst the ruins of the meteor strike that destroyed the great saurian races of the past.”

“Bullshit,” I said at last. “That impact killed everything above ground.”

Then it hit me. The Daostel didn’t live above ground, and likely never had. It wasn’t too hard to put together. They were the first apex species here, and moved underground where the conditions were survivable after the meteor hit. They used technology they’d already developed to survive. By the time they came back above ground, they were probably shocked to find their new primate neighbors. I wonder why they didn’t wipe us out as competition then. I voiced my thoughts to Torq, hoping he would be more scientist that torturer this time.

“That is a fair assessment. I applaud your leap of logic. Not bad for a primate. They did not exterminate your species because they did not have the numbers to do so. Your birthrate is vastly higher than theirs. By the time they discovered your kind, you already numbered in the millions. They were forced to seek alternate means of controlling your population until time to strike.”

“What about the mind-control?” I asked. “Couldn’t they just order everyone to off themselves?”

“Now wouldn’t that be fun?” Torq asked in reply. “There are limits. Distance being one, and some of your kind developed a natural resistance which the Daostel found irritating.”

“Good to know,” I said. “How’d you guys pull it off? I doubt you would have built all this on the sly while under their influence.”

I still throbbed with pain all over, and I needed a little time to try to get that under control. My implants might be fried, but my nanites would still do their job and rapidly heal as much damage as they could. I needed to keep this hybrid talking.

“We developed a method via a synthesis of the human secretions used to create narcotics into other compounds that give us temporary resistance to the controls. It is costly, in that it takes many humans to make a small batch.”

“And eventually the big guys noticed the missing slave inventory, I get it.”

“Oh, I’m so pleased that you did,” Torq said without meaning it at all. “No, idiot. Their stock is fully controllable. We must harvest from primates that have natural resistance.”

Right. Should have seen that. I was getting tired of being called a primate. I didn’t care that it was technically accurate, because this jerk didn’t mean it as a descriptor. He meant it as the insult I took it as.

“No matter,” Torq said. “We are nearly ready to do what the vaunted Daostel have been unable to. Your kind is doomed, and once you are all out of the way we will be able to remove our creators and ascend as the new and greatest species in the galaxy.”

“I know a few species that are going to take issue with that, starting with mine.”

That earned me another session with the pain wand, which was fine because it allowed me to get that strap almost to the breaking point.

Torq went on like I hadn’t interrupted him. “We will take the space flight that the Daostel stole from the Ramtuken and take our rightful place among the stars. This world will be a darkened, dead hulk, and we will happily leave it behind.”

“Don’t you want to just take over this place? It is your home, isn’t it?”

“It is your home, and you are cattle,” Torq said. “We will make our home among the stars.”

“So, why wipe us out first? Seems to me taking out the Daostel would be easier with the whole numbers thing, and hey, you already solved the mind-control issue. What do humans have to do with it?”

He leaned in, his breath a weird mix of mint and some spice I couldn’t identify. Cloves, maybe? “You are the reason they created us in the first place. We would not be here to suffer under their yoke if it weren’t for you miserable monkeys.”

“Apes,” I corrected.

He stood straight. “What?”

“If it doesn’t have a tail, it’s not a monkey, even if it’s got a monkey kind of shape,” I quoted, remembering my mom’s early attempts to get religion into my brother and me via a kids’ show starring talking vegetables. I shook my butt as best I could with the straps holding me to the table. “No tail.”

He held the pain wand over my head, finger poised over the stud. “I stand corrected.”

He pressed the stud.

The waves of pain were even worse than before with the wand held over my head like that. I didn’t know if it was interacting with my damaged implants or what the deal was, but I couldn’t even focus enough to make sure my spasms were centered on the bad strap. It tore some more anyway, because it was now the weakest link, but at that moment I didn’t care. I just wanted it to stop.

Finally, he shut the damn thing off and replaced it on his belt. “You are an interesting case, primate. We reviewed the security footage. You resisted the mind-control efforts, but your genetic markers show that you do not possess the trait to be able to do so.”

“Mom always said I was special,” I said with what little volume I could muster.

“You have been modified, and it is this technology that allows the resistance. We are going to remove the modifications and apply them to our own use once we have studied them.”

“Always happy to help advance Terosian tech.”

“This of course means you will die; that’s not a problem, is it?”

He was enjoying the hell out of this, and it really pissed me off. Dark fantasies of shoving that pain wand down his throat took over my thinking, and the anger combined with the pain was clouding my judgment.

“You’re going to find that as individuals and as a species, we’re a little harder to kill than you think we are.”

“When your skies are dark with the ashes of your cities, and no food will grow to feed your ridiculously high metabolisms, you’ll eat each other and then die.”

He turned as the door opened to admit another of his kind. “We are ready?”

“Your attention is needed in the equipment room,” the underling said. “When the primate’s computing device exploded it triggered a chain reaction with other explosives in his equipment, which destroyed his other weapons and damaged the medical pod we were to use for the dissection.”

Ha! Way to go, wrist terminal! You went out fighting! So proud!

“Very well,” Torq said, briefly irritated. He then turned to stick it to me one more time. “Don’t go away; we’ll get started on relieving you of those cranial implants in just a few minutes.”

“Can’t wait,” I said.


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN



The second the door closed, I pulled the torn strap away from the side of the gurney or whatever it was with very little effort. It was the one at the top of my chest, which allowed me to wiggle my arms free and sit up a little to work on the others. The next two came loose with some effort, and I was sloppy with it because I was in a hurry. I didn’t know how long I had before ‘tall, dark, and gruesome’ got back, and I wanted to be ready.

My head cleared a little more with each passing minute, as the pain subsided to something tolerable, or that at least allowed me to think and move around. Once I’d extracted myself from the rest of the straps, I took stock. Weapons and gear gone, clothes gone, and a rip in my jumpsuit right over my junk. That was causing an uncomfortable draft, and here I was with no duct tape. It was a government facility. I was sure they had some around here somewhere.

There wasn’t anything I could use to take out Torq when he got back. Oh, wait. I had a gurney. Testing it for heft, it felt dense enough to do some damage. I positioned myself opposite the door, hands gripped tightly to the sides of the mobile platform and body twisted, ready to heave ho.

When the door opened to admit Torq, I spun my torso and slammed the gurney into his chest. There was a satisfying crunch as ribs broke and he bounced off the wall and slid to the floor, stunned. I didn’t hesitate to snag the pain wand from his belt, shoving the tip into his slack-jawed mouth and pressing the activation stud.

He couldn’t even scream as the pain enveloped him and he writhed on the floor under my administration. After about 45 seconds, he passed out. Did I enjoy it? Yes, yes I did. Am I proud of it? In this case, as Nruz might say, hellz yeah.

Keeping the pain wand, I jetted out of the room into an unfamiliar corridor of what I was assuming was still the Greens’ secret section of the base. The problem was that without my terminal, and my implants on the fritz, I had no map to go by. I’d have to guess which way to go from memory. I hated guessing.

Pulling up a mental image of the map wasn’t going to help because I had no idea where I was on it. This sucked.

One thing for sure was that I couldn’t stay around here any longer. Torq wasn’t dead and, as much as I wanted to stay and finish the job, I needed to get moving. There was a way out of here and I was going to find it.

Choosing a direction at random, I took off down the corridor and took a few turns before I came across an open door with some light smoke still billowing out of it. The scene of the explosion! I wondered if all my stuff had been destroyed.

I entered the room, pain wand extended, ready to clobber any Greens I found, but it was abandoned. One corner was charred and blackened. There was a half-melted table missing its legs, and a cabinet knocked over on its side. A familiar black cloth stuck out of it.

I crossed the room and pulled out my trench coat, which I gratefully slid into. At least it covered the hideous prison surplus jumpsuit. None of the rest of my gear had survived, so I went back to the hallway and pressed on. Eventually, I found myself in the corridor with the computer server room. Okay, that gave me some bearings! All I had to do was backtrack to the chamber beyond, and then find a door. Easy peasy.

A red light set into the wall came to blinking life, but no audible alarm sounded. That made sense. They didn’t want the Daostel to know they’d managed to lose an intruder in the secret squirrel section.

Humans in jumpsuits like the one I’d stolen came boiling from the work chamber with their Green masters at their heels, pain wands out and ready to make their charges do their bidding. At the moment, that looked like tearing me apart, so once again it was past time to leave.

Before they spotted me, I ducked around a rough-hewn rock corner that I hadn’t noticed the first time I came through here and jetted down a long hall of rock. The lighting was sparse, just enough not to brain myself on the curves in the path as I ran. The sound of my pursuers was fading as I went, which was a good thing. The bad part was that this section wasn’t on my map as far as I could remember it. I was winging it again.

A few twists and turns later, the hall expanded into yet another chamber. I wondered how many human slaves had died carving this place out for the Greens. I wasn’t naive, I knew human history was full of cruelty, and until only very recently could you count on this life not being the short, brutal one, where the strong subjugated the weak. But I was more than a little tired of the cruelty of aliens and even other species from my own planet. It was different somehow if humans did it to each other. It was like the time I kicked the ass of a bully beating on Griff when we were kids. “You can’t beat my brother, only I get to do that!”

I continued along the wall in semi-darkness because only every other light was working in this chamber for some reason. I thought it was going to come to a dead end, because I couldn’t see any lights where the wall rose to the ceiling. I kept going because there might be a hidden escape tunnel or back passage or something like that. As long as I was moving away from the guys after me, I’d be fine. I really didn’t want to hurt the humans involved. They weren’t in control of themselves.

The closer I got to the rear of the cavern, the more things didn’t look right. What I thought was a wall of rock was smoother than anything else in the room. None of the walls in this section of the base were smooth. What was this? I wished I still had the spoofer to light it up, but that was in a pile of ashes and debris back in the room where I was supposed to have been dissected.

I tried to access my implants again, trying to trigger the low-light vision assist. The menu flickered into and back out of existence again. Damnit. Those nanites need to get moving and fix me. I edged along the wall until I reached the side of whatever this was in the back of the cavern, and almost fell over a low table covered in tools. Someone had been working on something here recently. In the half-light I could make out several wrench analogues, a small, hand-held electrical welder like the one I’d seen Nruz use, and a tube with a lens at the end.

Laser cutter or flashlight? I’d take either because a laser cutter made a decent up-close weapon in a pinch, and until I could liberate better weapons from some roving guard all I had was Torq’s pain stick. I wanted something more immediately lethal.

I picked up the tube and found the activation stud, aiming it at the structure in front of me because, unlike Luke Skywalker, I didn’t point potential weapons in my own face. The result of pressing the stud was a bright white light that spread out before me. Not a weapon, then, but almost as useful. At least I could get some idea of what the hell this thing in front of me was.

I shined the light straight up. Whatever it was, this section only had smooth coverings that went from floor level to about fifty feet. The rest was the metallic skeletal framework of something. Taking several steps back I moved the light left and right, seeing much the same: smooth coverings that stopped about fifty feet from floor level.

Touching one of the coverings, I was reminded of the heat-resistant hull plating on atmosphere-capable space craft that I’d been in. Stan had a similar coating on the top of his armor and regular hull plates. I readjusted my thinking and shined the light back and forth across the length of this metal monstrosity. It was easily the size of a frigate, maybe even a small cruiser. And the weird part was, the more I looked at it the more familiar it became. I’d seen this before.

I backed up, forcing the light to spread out across the surface of it. Towards one end were thruster nozzles for a typical reaction drive like the ones in use by the Ramtuken, and many of the other species out there. Was this the orbital weapon I’d seen the plans for? I didn’t get a long look at them, but the familiarity was unquestionable.

I worked my way to the front end of the structure and shined the light up into it. There was no hull plating on this end, just framework and superstructure. But in the middle of all that, as if it had been built around it, was a massive opening a little larger around than a telephone pole.

That was the business end of a big-ass gun.

I clenched the light in my teeth and climbed up to the top. I had to stop several times as nausea-inducing vertigo washed over me in waves. I was still slightly concussed, and dealing with heights wasn’t helping. The light flashing around gave me glimpses of the ceiling of the cavern, into which were built massive doors that presumably would open to the outside once they were ready to launch the thing into orbit.

As I passed the barrel, I couldn’t resist the temptation to look into it. It was so long that, even shining the light down it, I couldn’t see the end. What I could see were structures jutting out from the sides of the barrel all along its length. I’d watched maintenance-bots work on enough penetrator guns to know an advanced capacitor when I saw one. That’s what these were, only larger in scale than what we had on Stronghold. Much larger. This was it. The “Rods from God” gun. They were building a ship around it. It wasn’t all that different from the Gardranian battleships that were built around a giant-slug-thrower instead of a large ship-sized disruptor.

The thought of what a tungsten rod hitting Chicago at a decent fraction of light speed could do made me shudder. Total destruction. The shockwave alone could flatten most of the city. The debris field sent skyward would resemble a nuke strike. If governments all over the world thought someone had launched a nuke, they’d launch theirs. Before long, Earth would be primed for the next apex species to take over once the radiation settled down to livable levels in a few thousand years.

I never paid much attention in Lit class in school, but thanks to Hex’s sub knowledge university in my implant, I had a complete copy of all the classics rambling around in my skull ready for access. At least that part worked, because a phrase from Milton popped into my thoughts unbidden.

“Better to reign in hell, than to serve in heaven.”

That was the attitude of the Terosians. They’d rather tear it all down and start over somewhere else than work things out so everybody got to live and let live. I got that humans were sometimes the same way, but typically we didn’t have those kinds of guys in charge of superweapons. We could use this to deter the Dominion fleet if we could get one just like it into orbit. With a groan I remembered that all the files with details on how to build it were on the server I’d accidentally fried, and my self-destructed wrist terminal. Maybe I could get Stan to do a deep scan of it later. I’d have to remember where it was.

No gear, though, unless they’d missed something when they took my stuff. I hooked an arm through the framework and patted my trench coat pockets. Yes! In the right pocket was Nruz’s little techno-poker chip homing disc for his unfinished matter transmitter device, right where I’d left it.

I pulled it out and pressed it in the center, which was the way to activate it. I think. I didn’t know; I was concussed, and I’d slept since then. Give me a break. A small light flashed on it once and then went dim. I guess that meant it was working?

I tossed it into the superstructure, where it magnetically adhered itself to part of the frame about fifteen feet below me. I hoped it worked.

Climbing back to the floor I had to stop several more times, careful not to fall from the dizzy spells when I was foolish enough to look down. I couldn’t afford any more major injuries. My nanites were probably ready to go on strike due to bad working conditions.

Once back on the floor, I shut the light off at the sound of approaching footsteps and crouched down by the table with the tools scattered across it. Now was not a good time to get busted. There were too many of them, and not enough gear to keep me hidden. I wasn’t going to find my way back to an outside door this way. Besides, Stan was no longer hovering overhead, and I had no way to call out to him once I got there. I was going to have to improvise.

What about the maglev line? That was supposed to connect all the underground facilities that humans and aliens used for their clandestine activities of ruling the world from behind the scenes, or whatever it was they did. Maybe if I could get on one of those I could get to a different place where everyone wasn’t actively hunting me. It was worth a shot.

I was going to have to risk an elevator ride, though, because the maglev was at the bottom subfloor, six levels below me. The heart of the complex. Bad-guy central.

For the moment, though, I had to get past the goon squad that was searching the room I was currently in. They were getting closer from the sounds of it, but I couldn’t make out how many of them there were just from the noise they generated.

There were at least two because I could hear their voices, muffled by distance as they talked to each other while they searched for me. Here in the dark and scary corner occupied by a giant rail gun, maybe they’d just assume I wasn’t here and move on to more well-lighted, less scary corners.

A resounding click followed by a hum of electricity confirmed that my thinking was of the wishful variety. Lights flashed into operation above me, causing me to look down and shut my eyes for a second to adjust to the brilliance. I risked a glance through one eye at the under- construction orbital gun behind me and almost let out a gasp. It was even more impressive with the lights on! Definitely bigger than a frigate, but not by much.

I cracked open the other eye as they got used to the new light level and peeked over the edge of the table. Two humans in orange jumpsuits were making their way across the cavern towards me, while two more were heading to the rear of the gunship.

I considered making a break for it right through the middle of the two pairs, but just as I was about to bolt from behind the table I saw the Green in charge of them at the entrance to the room. He held some kind of rifle across his chest, and a pain wand on his belt.

I still had my enhanced strength, so maybe I could use something nearby to take him down long distance. I picked up a wrench thingy from the table I hid behind and tested the weight. At a decent speed this might do the trick. The throw would have to be perfect.

I watched the Green at the entrance, judged the distance, checked the runners at second and third, stood, and let it fly.

Straight over his head into the chamber beyond.

And now you know why I was always picked last for stickball. I couldn’t throw for shit. One day I took out a car window on the left side of the street. I’d been throwing it to my friend on the right side. There was a reason Hex made explosives for me instead of throwing-knives.

The tool struck the floor behind the Green with a clatter that echoed across the chamber. All the people moving towards me stopped in their tracks, their heads jerking around at the sound. Their bodies followed the movement of their heads as their Green overlord called to them then turned and dashed into the chamber beyond, seeking the source of the sound.

Suddenly I was alone in the chamber again. I’d take it. The first priority was to disarm the Green. I could deal with the humans from there.

I crept from my hiding place and padded to the entrance, peeking around the corner to see where everyone was. The Green had his back to me about ten yards away, holding the tool in his hand and just staring at it. I pulled the pain wand from my belt, took a deep breath, and sprinted. I closed the distance between us in seconds, and just as he turned to bring his weapon to bear on me I smacked the torture device against his head while pressing the activation stud.

His body stiffened, and his finger reflexively pulled the trigger on the rifle. A searing pain tore through my side as the slug hit me, spinning me sideways. The movement broke the connection between the pain wand and the Green’s head, but he collapsed anyway. Good thing, too, because I was now more concerned with the fact that I’d just been shot.

I dropped to my knee, clutching at my side where I’d been hit. I couldn’t tell if the round had exited, but neither did I have a lot of time to examine the wound. The human slaves were still here, and I’d just attacked their master. There were bound to be repercussions.

I grabbed his rifle, then checked him over for extra ammo. The idiot didn’t even have one spare magazine. It was a standard-looking AR type, and I’d trained with them in simulations with the Stolitai for scenarios in which we ended up around humans but lost access to blaster tech. I wasn’t the greatest shot with these, but at least I knew which end the bullets came out of.

Something on the Green’s utility belt looked familiar. Was that a medpak, or at least their version of one? I slung the rifle and ripped the pak off his belt. Opening it, I discovered a generic self-sealing bandage, just like the ones the Stolitai used. Perfect.

Shuffling feet alerted me to the fact that the slaves were closing in and it was time to go. I stuffed the medpak into my pocket as I stood, and aimed the rifle in the general direction of the slaves as they approached.

“I don’t want to shoot you guys, but I will if I have to. Please stop.”

“Please shoot us,” a burly guy in the middle of the group of four said. His eyes were full of tears, and his face said it all. He was moving against his will, carrying out orders to apprehend me that were probably given to him before they even got to this level of the facility. He didn’t want to do this as badly as I didn’t want to shoot him. The difference was, he didn’t have a choice.

I stepped to him, bringing the butt of the stock up, and slammed it into his forehead. He went to the floor, a look of peace—joy? relief? maybe all three—on his face as he surrendered to unconsciousness.

The others were almost within striking distance, and I just didn’t have the stomach for this. I ran. Even wounded and concussed I should be able to outrun unenhanced humans. I got around the corner, past a stairwell, and near the elevator doors before I stopped running long enough to apply the medpak. It sealed itself to the bullet wound, then after a few seconds elongated, spreading across my skin to the back of my side just below the level of my kidneys.

There was an exit wound! And the medpak had just detected and found it. Yay for alien tech!

With the reassurance that I probably wouldn’t bleed out in the next few minutes, and the fact that I didn’t have a slug rattling around inside me, I hit the button on the elevator. The doors slid open, and even though I knew I was being watched on security systems I entered and hit the button for the bottom floor. They’d be waiting for me when I got there, but I had an idea about that.

The maintenance hatch for this elevator was at the top of the car, on the right. There were a couple of convenient hand holds on either side of it, so I jumped up, held on to one of those, and opened the hatch while the car was in motion. Then I climbed out and rode on top of the car as it continued its journey.

I’d only gone down a few floors before the elevator lurched to a stop, complete with a brief flicker of the lights. I’d half-expected them to pull something like this, but hoped I’d get further down before it happened. They’d stopped it at a proper level instead of in between floors, which was sloppy. They could have trapped me in the car, or at least without an easy exit. As it was now, I had a maintenance shaft carved out of the concrete elevator shaft right next to the car to use.

Gripping the sides of the ladder bolted to the concrete shaft, I slid down as fast as I could. I wanted to put a couple of floors between me and whoever waited for me at the door of that elevator. As I passed the marker letting me know that I was at sublevel four, the sounds of gunfire echoed down the shaft. Sounded like capture was not a menu option for the bad guys right now. I grinned. I must have really pissed that Daostel off the right way, assuming he’d survived.

Thinking of the giant reptilian reminded me of what Torq had said. The Daostel weren’t aliens. They were Earthlings just like I was. If he’d told the truth, and I saw no reason for him to make that bit up, it was a huge revelation. It wasn’t an example of parallel evolution, because we’d come along so much later, but it was awfully close. My mind reeled at the implications.

It wasn’t going to take them long to figure out where I went, so when I slid down to the marker for sublevel five I stopped and looked for an entrance to the shaft. There had to be one, otherwise there was no reason for the ladder and the maintenance shaft itself to exist. It should also be close to the ladder, even if it were built with Green physicality in mind.

I found it and turned the handle, yanking it open and hauling myself inside. Motion- operated LED lighting illuminated the length of the small tunnel that connected the elevator shaft to whatever was on the other side of it. It could be a mechanical room, or it could open directly onto a corridor. I was just going to have to be ready for anything. Taking the pain wand out I held it in front of me, finger on the activation stud as I traversed the length of the tunnel. I was almost to the door at the end, when I was grabbed from the side and yanked into a small room that I hadn’t noticed until now.

I was just about to shove the pain wand into the person that had grabbed me, when I saw it was a human male in an orange jumpsuit with a finger pressed to his lips. His eyes went wide with fear when he saw what was in my hand. Shaking his head from side to side in short, furtive movements, he backed away from me and closed the door.

“Please don’t hurt me. I’m trying to help,” he said.

“Who are you?” I asked, all my South Side suspicious nature in full effect. His appearance was a little too convenient.

“I’m Steve,” he replied. “You can’t go through that door down there; they’re waiting for you. They have teams stationed in every mechanical room on every floor.”

I didn’t know what to do. This guy showing up was suspicious, but if he was on their side why warn me about the bad guys waiting for me at the end of the tunnel? Unless his job was to get me away from that end of the tunnel because it was a legit way out. Damnit, paranoia was not an easy life.

“Okay, Steve, what’s your plan?” I asked. I lowered the pain wand but didn’t put it away. Letting my guard down further than that made no sense.

“That depends on where you’re headed. We were wondering why you went down instead of up anyway. There’re no exits on the lower levels, and the stair wells are jammed up with agents and Greens.”

“Who’s we?”

“There are a few of us who have, over time, managed to shake off the mind-control of the Dracos,” he said.

“So that’s what you guys call them?”

“They got another name?”

“Out in the galaxy at large they call themselves the Daostel, but Draco works for me.”

“You’ve been off-planet?” he asked, his expression shifting to one of wonder.

“For a while. I’m only here now because there’s a threat to Earth. I was trying to get help from the government.”

“How’d that go?”

“You see what I’m wearing?”

“Yeah, I guess not so well.”

“Understatement. Anyway, Steve, I was trying to get to the maglev station on the bottom level. Can you get me there?”

That was only partially true. I would have taken getting back to the surface so I could try to reach out to Stan, but the maglev system was a backup idea because there were so many people looking for me right now. They wouldn’t expect me to go deeper.

“I can get you to the elevator shaft on the other side of this level. They won’t be looking for you there. Would that help?”

“Sounds like a plan. Let’s roll.”

Steve led me across the small room, which looked like a maintenance workroom. There was a workbench with a vise bolted to the scarred wooden surface and a stool in front of it. Tools hung on hooks inserted into oil-stained pegboard behind it, and there was a faint odor of lubricants that was common to tool rooms the world over.

He paused at the door, listening for any activity in the hallway beyond. After a few seconds of silence, he gave me a nod to make sure I was ready and cracked the door open a bit, peeking out. Satisfied that no one was coming, he led me out of the room and quickly down the hallway, around a corner, past another set of elevators and to an identical maintenance room on the other side.

I knew the camera system was picking all this up, and whatever time we had was going to be shortened because of it. I missed my spoofer!

Once we got to the room, he locked the door behind us and took me to the corresponding tunnel that led to this side’s elevator shaft.

“You can get down to the bottom level through this shaft if you hurry. You know the cameras saw us, so they won’t be far behind you.”

“It’s a head start I’ll take. Thanks, Steve,” I said, holding out my hand for a shake.

He took it, a flash of something across his face. I couldn’t identify the emotion. Regret that he couldn’t do more? No matter.

I opened the door to the tunnel leading to the elevator shaft.

An agent in a dark suit pointed a hand cannon right in my face.

I juked the pain wand into his gut and hit the activation stud while leaning to my left.

“I’m sorry!” Steve cried out, even as the agent pulled his trigger and the big handgun went off, the retort deafening in the enclosed space. The muzzle flash was blinding as well, and I lost two senses briefly in the space of a second.

Since I was leaning over, I was in perfect position to administer a side kick the Executioner’s Gunny had taught me. I launched it and connected with the agent’s midsection, sending him across the small tunnel to smash into the concrete wall on the other side. Something made a sickening snap as he hit, and he slumped to the floor. I dashed over and stuck two fingers to his throat and detected a slight pulse. Not dead, but no longer a threat.

While I was there I also relieved him of his hand cannon—a Desert Eagle .357 from the looks of it—and a couple of spare magazines. I checked the weapon to see how many rounds were left in the current mag then took his comms rig, inserting his earpiece into my own ear. The light slowly left his eyes as I did so, and for a second I almost felt bad. Then I remembered which side he was on and, mind-controlled or not, he had just tried to kill me. I was lucky. He could have hit…

I’d forgot about Steve.

Whirling around, gun raised, I expected an attack from the rear. Steve was collapsed against the doorframe, a large red stain mixing with the orange of his jumpsuit on the upper left of his chest. I leaned over to check on him. His breath came in small, wheezing gasps.

“I’m sorry,” he said again as I got close. “They made me…”

His breathing slowed then stopped, his face a mix of pain and shame that slowly morphed into something resembling peace as his body relaxed in death.

“It’s okay, buddy,” I said, giving his shoulder a pat. “You didn’t have a choice.”

I didn’t have time to bemoan his fate. I knew that there were more agents on the other side of the door, at the end of the tunnel, which meant I had to go down the elevator shaft again. I felt like I was being herded to someplace of their choosing. I didn’t like that, but had no choice but to play along.

There was chatter in the earpiece as I moved to the elevator shaft.

“Units ten and twelve, get to level five, south end elevators. Target located on security feeds. Shots fired in sector. Unit eight not responding. Assume he’s gone, and the target is now armed. Proceed with caution.”

Yup. They knew right where I was. But not for long.

Before I could even grab the door handle to get to the shaft, the door flew open and two more agents burst out, one on his knees aiming low, the other standing and aiming high.

I emptied the Deagle at them to keep their heads down while I went through the door to the elevator shaft, pulling it closed behind me. It had no lock, so I grabbed the sides of the ladder and slid like my life depended on it, because, well, it did.

I paused in between floors to reload the Deagle and continued sliding. My hands burned and I was going to have some nasty blisters there later, but that beat being perforated by slugs, so I winced my way through it.

By the time I got to sublevel seven, the agents on five had summoned the courage to come down the shaft after me, informing their superiors as to my current location. But not my likely destination, because the only person that could tell them was Steve. And he was dead.

The thought of Steve forced to live the last minutes of his life betraying a fellow human thanks to Daostel mind-control sickened me. I swore that if I had the chance, after the Earth was secure from the Dominion threat, I’d come back here and get the rest of them out. The Daostel would pay for what they’d done. I didn’t care how long they’d been here; they weren’t nice neighbors.

Bullets pinged off the concrete around me, showering me with stinging shards as the agents pursuing me from above tried to take me out. An elevator car was also coming down the shaft, which was a good thing even if it held more agents, because it would give me some cover from the gunfire.

I paused long enough to return fire, but without even an aiming reticle from my implants I didn’t have a lot of faith in my ability to hit anyone.

To my surprise, one of my shots struck home and I was rewarded with the thud of an agent falling from the ladder to land on the top of the descending elevator as it passed them.

I didn’t celebrate. There wasn’t time. I hit the bottom of the shaft at sublevel seven and tore down the tunnel to the mechanical room on that floor. I knew there were agents on the other side of the door, so my only hope was to catch them by surprise. Fortunately for me the door opened inward, so I smashed into it with as much force as I could when I got there, not even slowing down.

Something in my shoulder popped and fire radiated from there and traveled down my arm, but aside from that the results were great. An agent on the other side went flying into a second agent standing behind him, and I shot them both. I don’t know if the shots killed them, but if nothing else, it made them pause for a minute. I yanked their ear pieces out and pulled the comms gear off of them after kicking their guns away. Their pain-filled moans told me that they weren’t quite dead yet.

Their spare mags went into my pockets with the others, and I staggered off with my shoulder on fire, but heavily armed. I knew better than to pick up an extra gun. Dual wielding looks great in video games, but in real life all it does is divide your attention between two weapons, making you half as effective in a fire fight.

I stormed out of the mechanical room and, instead of another series of hallways and elevators, found myself in a large open space that looked like any station on the El that I’d ever been on.

Agents milling around the platform all turned their heads at the same time, their attention drawn to the commotion I’d created. I traded the Deagle for the rifle still slung on my back and emptied it at them while taking cover behind a support column. They returned my opening salvo with the enthusiasm of the well-armed and well-trained. Their bullets filled the air and tore chunks out of the column. There’d be nothing left but rebar in a few seconds. No way could I stay here.

I tossed the rifle and stuck the pistol around the side of my cover and squeezed off several shots, getting the layout of the boarding platform. There were several spots for trains to arrive and depart, but at the moment they were all empty except for one.

There was a small two-car train about twenty yards away with the doors open and a boarding alarm sounding. A red light flashed over the top of the door. I sprinted at it without hesitation, feeling the buzz of missed shots all around me, diving in just as the doors closed and even more bullets pinged off the sides of the car. It shot off at a speed that made me slide across the floor into the back, smacking my head on the rear of the car.

Just what I needed. Another hit to the head.

Fighting off new waves of nausea I clambered to my feet, aiming my stolen pistol down the car, but there was no one there. I didn’t know if the agents waiting for me on the platform had managed to get on board, or if anyone waited for me in the other cars. As it traveled smoothly down the line, floating on invisible magnetic fields, the chatter in the earpiece I wore faded. I was no longer in the comms loop, so I took it out and dropped the comms gear onto the deck of the car.

They were either going to stop this train or not. I could count on a welcoming party at the other end of the line if they didn’t, and I had to prepare for that. I didn’t even know where this thing was going. All that mattered now was that it was the hell away from Dulce. I didn’t plan on being on it when it got to its destination, but for now I had no clue how to make that happen.

I was concussed, thirsty, tired as hell, in desperate need of a nap, cut off from the rest of my team, and completely on my own against what felt like my entire home world.

Just another day at the office.


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN



The first order of business was to clear the car of any potential bad guys. I went from my car to the front, hoping that I wouldn’t have to kill anyone else. Thankfully, there was no one else on the small train. Maybe it was returning to its base of origin after dropping some people off. I didn’t care. It was empty and that was all that mattered.

The next order of business was to find a way to make it stop. I tried to remember where the underground bases were according to Nruz and his Area 51 Enclave, but it was all fuzzy. I also didn’t know what direction I was traveling in. I could be headed north to Washington State, or slightly east towards Colorado, or even to California.

There were two bases in Colorado, as I recalled. One under the Denver airport, the alleged disaster shelter for the Illuminati according to the conspiracy buffs and I couldn’t remember where the other one was. Somewhere near the western edge of the Rockies?

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t planning on being on board when this thing got there. But that was the challenge, wasn’t it? How to make it stop and figuring out a good place to pull that off. Was there an emergency brake line I could give a good yank on? No. Besides, that would be dangerous because of the high-speed cars coming behind it. But something this advanced, apparently running on its own because I’d found no trace of a pilot, must have safeties built in. Right? Right. It was a government project, who was I kidding?

I had to think like 2814. Well, the opposite of 2814, because before becoming my personal assistant he was a lowly maintenance bot on board Stronghold. I wished he was here now. His cutting laser could come in handy.

The bots on Stronghold always came out of maintenance hatches that concealed the hidden passages on the ship that they used to get around so quickly to where they were needed. Maybe there was something like that here that had crucial systems behind it.

The inside of this car was seamless, so I checked the others. Finally, in the very front car, I found what I was looking for. A series of hatches behind which were power couplings that I could take apart, but they looked like they’d deliver a hell of a shock if I tried it by hand. That left the old fashioned tried-and-true Han Solo method of disabling something. Shoot it. A lot.

I emptied the rest of the current magazine of the Desert Eagle into the collection of wires and other unidentifiable tech, hoping that the car would come to a gradual stop. That wasn’t the result that I got. There were sparks, and something on the underside of the train screeched, emitting a flash of light. The beast slowed, and I felt the deceleration and eventual turn, as if it had been diverted from the main line. That was good. Maybe there were maintenance depots along the way that damaged or malfunctioning trains could be re-routed to. That could work out well for me.

I mean, it could just as easily get me killed, but anything was better than pulling up to another large base crawling with agents of the Configuration.The train slowed even more as occasional lights appeared on the walls of the tunnel. I say slow, but that was a relative term. It was still doing a good 60 miles an hour as it coasted. The hum of whatever it was that powered the propulsion had dropped off to nothing, moving on sheer inertia.

I hoped it made it close enough to somewhere with decent lighting. My implant-driven night vision was a crap shoot at this point, and I hadn’t found a flashlight on any of the agents I’d borrowed gear from. I wished I’d held on to the flashlight I’d found earlier. Somewhere in all the confusion, I’d lost it. Typical.

The tunnel lights grew more frequent as the train slowed, gravity doing the work solo that would normally be done in conjunction with friction on a regular train. I was definitely coming up on some kind of stop. I reloaded the Deagle with the last of the stolen magazines and made sure a round was in the chamber. As hand cannons went it was a nice one, but I wished it held more bullets.

The train drifted slower than I could walk now, so I scrambled back to the rear car and positioned myself near the doors, ready to leap out and take out anyone I saw. The train lurched to a sudden stop that nearly knocked me over as braces shot out and into the ground on all four sides of the cars. The doors whooshed open as soon as forward motion ceased and I leaped out, completely forgetting about my injured shoulder as I dove into a roll that hurt so much I nearly blacked out.

I came unsteadily to my feet, checking all directions for bad guys, hoping no one had seen the utter cluster of an exit. I’d definitely slid into negative cool points on that move. Hey, heroes could be vain. We just generally didn’t do it where people could see.

The tunnel the train stopped in ran on ahead of me, with increasing brightness of lights embedded in the walls. I kept to the sides of the tunnel and made my way forward as the slight glow of the magnetic field energizing the “tracks” faded. I whirled around at a sudden metallic noise behind me, my gun seeking targets. The braces had retracted into the train, and it slowly sank to the ground now that there was no more power.

I’d say I was paranoid, but I had spent a good deal of the last several hours being alternatively tortured and shot at. I continued down the tunnel, which made a gentle curve to the right. Rounding the bend, I tracked the pistol left and right, again seeking targets, expecting to see some hapless maintenance personnel gearing up to work on the train I’d just disabled.

I was quite happy to see that there was no one there, despite the fact that there was a platform and what was obviously a workshop with power tools locked in cages. Some of the tools brought back memories of my time spent on the Dark Horizon in Landon’s maintenance area. Good times. I’d almost died. But still, good times.

The tunnel widened ahead, so I proceeded with caution in case I was coming to a major stopping point. Not knowing where the hell I was got old after a while.

The tunnel continued to broaden into a massive cavern that was amazingly well lit, with overhead fixtures illuminating the natural column-like formations indicating that this space formed on its own and wasn’t helped along with technology. A muted thud followed by a grunt of pain ahead alerted me to the presence of others. I dove into the nearest shadows and waited to see what I was dealing with.

A group of humans, all dressed for camping and hiking or some other outdoor activity, shuffled along, all chained together. An older man in a loud Hawaiian shirt, shorts, and hiking boots with black socks stumbled along at the rear of the formation, slowing down overall progress. Prodding him along, with some kind of staff that looked a lot like the pain wand I still carried mounted on the end of a stick, was a Daostel. An M4 carbine was slung across his back, and he wore combat armor that looked like a cross between standard military issue and stuff they’d stolen from a more advanced race, maybe from off-world.

A second Daostel stalked the captured humans on the outside of the formation. At the sight of more enslaved people my body lurched forward on its own, gun ready to do something about it, but at the last second I paused.

Could I do this? Even given the fact that I might be able to take out the guards moving these prisoners, what if I brought the security force of yet another underground facility down on me? I might never make it out to get back in touch with Stan and Nruz to stop the Dominion threat. All would be lost. But these guys were helpless, and from the looks of them were probably kidnapped from their campsite at some national park somewhere.

Damnit, I hated moral dilemmas.

Once rescued, these people would become my responsibility. I’d have to make sure they got out of here okay and back to the surface, wherever that was.

Shit. A smorgasbord of bad choices might as well be no choice at all.

I waited until the group was closest to my shadowy hiding spot and made a running leap over the group to land beside the reptilian on the side of the formation. I raised my gun, intending to blow a hole the size of a frozen pot pie out the back of his skull, but his reaction time surprised me. With a single swipe of a massive clawed hand, my Deagle went skittering across the cavern floor to disappear into a crevice.

I liked that gun!

He whipped his M4 around to bring it to bear on me, when I grabbed it with one hand while jabbing my pain wand into his gut with the other. He hissed in pain, but I gave him credit for not screaming. Maybe they trained by getting nailed by these things like the U.S. Military did with tasers?

He wasn’t letting go of the damn rifle either, and that was a problem. My plan hinged on taking this clown out fast, then dealing with his partner with the Bec De Cor-pain. There was a commotion behind me, letting me know I was out of time and the partner was about to deal with me.

I couldn’t worry about that now, because if I took my focus off the lizard in front of me I’d die for sure. As we struggled over the rifle, I made sure to pivot our little furball so that the Daostel’s back was to his partner. That meant the odds of him taking the hit were better. Lizard shield for the win! I could feel the rifle coming loose in his grip. Any second now I’d get it away from him and things would be back in my favor. I dropped the pain wand and grabbed the rifle with both hands to make the victory certain.

“Hit the deck!” a commanding voice yelled, and despite the fact that I’d never been in the military I instantly obeyed, releasing my grip on the rifle and dropping to the cavern floor. The sound of gunfire erupted from the rear of the formation of prisoners, and the Daostel I was fighting went limp, dropping to the ground. This was a problem, because he landed right on top of me and I was just too damn tired to move him. At least until I felt the warm trickle of lizard blood hitting my neck. Then I moved, shuffling the dead reptilian off me and scrambling to my feet, wiping at my neck as I did so.

“Are you hit?” that same commanding voice asked me.

“No,” I replied, finally looking at my savior. The old man from the back of the formation who’d been slowing them down held the other Daostel’s rifle in a sure grip. This man knew his way around a weapon. “This is his blood, thanks to you.”

I couldn’t help myself. I gave the dead reptilian a small kick.

“Who the hell are you and how the hell did you find us?” the old veteran asked.

I busied myself with taking the rifle from the Daostel on the ground in front of me and relieving his corpse of extra magazines and, glory of glories, a canteen of water! I opened it and took a long pull before answering. “I wasn’t looking for you. I’m on a different mission and came across you guys by chance.”

“Damn lucky for us,” the old man said, stepping forward and extending a hand. “Gunnery Sergeant Clancy Justice, United States Marine Corps, retired.”

His grip was firm and dry, and not shaking at all like mine was. “Kai Fletcher, Galaxy’s Most Wanted, active,” I said with a grin.

He nodded with a knowing smile. “I thought those news reports were all bullshit. So, the threat you warned us about is obviously real.” He gestured to the dead reptiles around us.

“Believe it or not, Gunny, these guys are homegrown,” I said. “The threat is still on the way from off-world. So if you guys can get unlocked from those leg manacles, I’ll get you topside before getting back to stopping it.”

“No need, son,” the old Marine said, already searching the Daostel he’d killed, apparently by hand before taking his rifle. While chained to a line of other people. And having trouble walking. Total. Badass.

“Are you sure?” I asked as he found the key and unlocked everyone else, saving his own restraints for last.

“Son, A, you don’t know where they brought us in at. I do. I was paying attention in case the chance came up to try something like this. B, you got a job to do that, as I understand it, will keep the rest of us from getting unalived in an extreme way from orbit. Do I have that right?”

“Indeed you do, Gunny.”

“Then your mission takes priority, it seems to me. Though I’d be obliged if you’d hand that rifle over to my grandson, the lance corporal over there. We may need it to fight out way out of here.”

“Where is here, anyway?” I asked, handing the weapon to a supremely fit young man with a single stripe of hair on the top of his head and a jaw so square he looked like he walked off the recruiting poster.

“Just underneath Grand Mesa National Forest, Colorado,” the Gunny replied, picking up the pain wand on a stick and extending it to me. “Here. Looks like yours broke when you landed on it.”

I checked the ground where I’d fallen with the Daostel on top of me. There was the shattered end of the pain wand poking out from under his corpse. I shrugged and reached for the pole arm version. “It wasn’t like I’d signed it out of supply.”

That brought a smile to the old man’s craggy face. “You ever serve, Fletcher?”

“No sir,” I said. “Never had the honor. Up until recently I was a criminal.”

He squinted at me, like he was activating some superpower that let him look at me from the inside out, and it made me uncomfortable. “I think you’re a little more than that, boy. You’re serving now, and if it were up to me your name would be cleared on billboards across the country.”

“I appreciate that, Gunny, but I should get going. If you’ll just lead the way to the surface, I have to get back to Groom Lake.”

His eyebrows shot up at that. “Copy that. Okay, Jackson, take the rear guard. Fletcher, you’re up front with me. Everyone else, in the middle.”

The man’s voice brooked no discussion, or dissention. Everyone moved into position without a word. I think the gaggle of tourists the old Marine and his grandson had been captured with were still in shock. Too much to process all at once. I could relate.

Before we could get started, there was a hiss and a shout from ahead of us. A Daostel patrol had come to investigate the disturbance. Not good.

“Change of plans, Fletcher!” the Gunny said as he took a position behind a rock and sent a three-round burst into the oncoming aliens, dropping one of them in its tracks. “Get the hell out of sight and we’ll keep them busy till you can find a way out. Move it!”

Again, the tone in the man’s voice gave no room for disobedience. I took off towards a darker section of the cavern, while the Gunny and his second-gen offspring traded fire with the Daostel. The rest of the group cowered on the cavern floor, trying to make themselves smaller targets. Two more reptiles dropped to the floor as I ran. You had to love Marines! Part of me wanted to stay and help, but the Gunny was right. My mission took priority. Besides, somehow, now that they were properly armed, I didn’t see them not getting back to the surface.

There was a section of cavern roped off with warning signs in English, and three other alien languages that I didn’t recognize, proclaiming the area beyond a hazard and not to be entered.

Perfect! I could hide out here and find my own way back topside later once the heat died down.

I leaped over the warning signs and rope without even slowing down. Miracle of miracles, my enhanced low-light vision kicked on! My nanites must have been close to finishing repairs on my implants, which gave me hope that I’d be able to call Stan for a pick up soon. My head felt a lot clearer but my shoulder still hurt like hell, so I wasn’t anywhere near a hundred percent but I’d get there provided I stayed alive long enough.

I crept along the cavern wall, senses strained for signs of pursuit or any bad guys ahead to the point that my ears were ringing with tension and rushing blood as my heart rate increased. I slowed even further as the sounds of conversation in an alien tongue drifted across the stale cavern air to me.

The translator function of my implants kicked in, so I was able to eavesdrop as I snuck closer to whoever was ahead.

“NO, NO, NO! You’re crossing the circuits governing the fuel flow with the speed control on the thrusters!” one voice complained. “We’re never going to get out of here at this rate!”

“We’re never getting out of here because you’re in charge of the repairs,” another voice said. The undercurrent of their actual speech sounded familiar. This was a species I’d encountered before.

A bright light ahead placed a circle of illumination around a group of three Relniknah sitting around a terminal, a hologram of the inner workings of a ship in the air in front of them. The ship that the diagram represented rested on the cavern floor behind them in an obvious state of disrepair.

“I don’t care who’s in charge as long as we can finally agree on how to fix the damn thing and get off this ass-backwards rock!” the third one complained, waving multiple sets of his arms around for emphasis.

Relniknah resembled giant crosses between spiders and praying mantises, so they could be fearsome in appearance. But they were engineers at heart, and found work the galaxy over on starships flown by every race.

I stepped out of the shadows and cleared my throat, making sure that the business end of the stick-mounted pain wand was clearly visible. “Come on, guys, Earth isn’t that bad once you overlook the lizard boys and their Green pets. For example, you’re currently enjoying the scenic underground vistas of one of our greatest cave systems.”

The Relniknah, to their credit, didn’t dive for any weapons. I was glad for that. I think I might have been too tired to do anything about it if they had. Fortunately, we’d never know.

“Well, this sucks!” one of them said. “Been down here a good six years or so and no one ever even so much as sent a scouting drone back here to look around, and now here you are.”

“Here I am,” I said. “Don’t worry, I’m not with the Daostel or the other humans you’ve seen down here. Wait, did you say six years?”

“About that, give or take a month,” the second Relniknah said. “Our chronometer was one of the items damaged when we crashed here.”

“No offense, but it kind of serves you right for trying to fly through a cave system,” I said.

“When one is on the run from this world’s primitive but still quite deadly military atmospheric craft, one takes the opportunities as they present themselves,” the third said with a snort, as if I should have known.

“Fair enough,” I said. “So, if you guys flew in here and crashed, you know which way leads back out?”

“Of course we know how to get back out. And as soon as our ship is repaired, we’re going to do just that,” the first one said.

“In the meantime, do you mind pointing me in the right direction? I need to get back to Groom Lake."

"Why would you want to go there? It's been ruined by the Ramtuken."

“Ugly little gray bastards. Think they’re some kind of engineers,” the first one muttered.

“At least the ones at Groom Lake do,” said the second Relniknah. “The others respect the natural order and stick to biotech.”

This was a debate I didn’t have time for, but these guys had my curiosity up. “I’m Kai, by the way. Why have you been down here so long?”

“I am Dantala. Our Transition Drive was damaged by a lucky shot. We’ve stolen most of what we need from those lizard things and their pets, but no one near here has the parts for us to steal, or things we can alter to suit our needs.”

“I just left a maglev train back there that I disabled,” I suggested. “There may be something you could use on it. Pretty sure it’s non-human tech.”

Dantala looked up sharply at that. “Rarnon, Strack, this is an opportunity for some power couplings and coils that may not present itself again soon. You should take advantage of that.”

“Right, which is your passive-aggressive way of ordering us to go scavenge parts,” Rarnon grumbled as he got up and grabbed a tool belt.

Strack didn’t comment but gave a dip of his antennae, which I’d learned in Relniknah body lingo meant a nod of agreement.

“I am merely dispensing advice and guidance in my role as expedition leader,” Dantala said, not too defensively.

Rarnon snorted. “You could dispense getting off your ass and helping.”

“Someone has to look after the ship while you’re away,” he said. “What if the lizard people discover it while we’re gone and take it?”

“That ship won’t leave the ground again without you reconnecting all the thruster lines as you promised—when was that exactly, Strack?”

“Three megacycles, four minicycles, and five cycles ago,” Strack said without missing a beat. “If I were to guess. I’m certainly not counting.”

“Certainly not,” Rarnon said. “That would be rude.”

“That would be rude,” Dantala mocked. “If you’d get moving instead of talking, you’d get finished sooner.”

“How do you know when you finish doing nothing?” Rarnon asked. The mirth in his voice was unmistakable.

“Go.”

I watched amusedly as the two Relniknah moved off to check the train. “There may or may not still be a fight between some escaped humans and Daostel happening on the way. Be careful.”

“We know how to stay out of sight, human,” Rarnon assured me as he disappeared into the gloom of the cavern system.

After they left there was an awkward pause between me and Dantala, which I used to examine their camp a little closer. There were unfinished tech projects on worktables that had either been stolen or fashioned from materials that they’d stolen from whatever base was nearby. Empty food wrappers and trash were piled up in one corner. I wondered for a moment how they took care of bathroom needs, because even if they used the evacuation station on their ship it would eventually have to be emptied, and it sure didn’t smell like they were doing that close to here.

I decided not to ask.

“So,” I said with a casual air. “The way out to the surface?”

“Oh, of course, please forgive me,” Dantala said. “I was thinking of what we can do with those power couplings.”

“Understandable,” I replied. Relniknah really were the natural-born tinkers of the galaxy, so it didn’t surprise me that he was dreaming of things to do with salvaged devices from a maglev train.

“Hold on, I have something that might help,” the spider-mantis said as he stood and rummaged through a hidden compartment in the bench he’d been using.

“No, not it. No. No.”

He tossed items onto the cavern floor as he rejected each one. I had no idea what any of this stuff was. Finally, he paused with a circular device in one of his hands that reminded me of an oversized compass. There even looked like there was a lens on top.

“Got it!” he announced in triumph, holding it out to me.

“What is it?” I asked, accepting the gift and turning it over, examining it.

“A map,” he said casually. “We’ve had it forever. Comes in handy for sneaking around and scavenging gear."

“I bet,” I agreed. “Are you sure you don’t need to hang on to it?”

“Oh, Rarnon has the other one; I won’t miss it.”

I found the activation stud on the side and pressed it. A holo sprang to life in the air in front of me. So that’s what the lens was for. It was a representation of the United States, with multiple lines drawn across it.

“Whoa,” I said, realizing what I had. “This is the whole underground base system!”

“Yes, just double tap the second stud to zero in on your present location. Never understood cave dwellers. Give me a nice forest any day. Caves are for slugs, lizards, and other undesirables.”

I hid my smile as I decided against reminding the Relniknah that he’d been a cave dweller for six years now, and that after a certain point that became a life choice. “Thanks for this. You’re right, this will help.”

“Of course, you’ll get smashed by a maglev train if you take the tunnels. But if you manage to steal another one, you’ll know in which direction to point it.”

“Right,” I agreed. The odds of my figuring out how to intentionally drive a maglev train anywhere without getting caught were slim to none, but I wasn’t going to spoil Dantala’s fun. “I should be moving on. Got a lot of ground to cover.”

“Of course,” Dantala said, dipping his antennae. “Unless you’re hungry?”

A deep growl escaped my midsection at the word, and I realized the nausea that had been plaguing me for a while now wasn’t all concussion-related. I was famished! “I could eat.”

The rations that they’d managed to liberate from the underground base nearby, which was a small one used mainly for the processing of human slaves captured from the national forest above, had a limited supply of foodstuffs. Its main value lay in that it was a hub for the maglev system, and therefore the transport of said captured slaves.

He gave me a standard military issue Meal Ready to Eat (MRE). Maple Pork Sausage Patty, just like Mom never made. Ever. It wasn’t completely horrible. Then again, I hadn’t eaten in a few days.

Dantala hooked me up with several more MREs in a backpack he scrounged from another bench, along with a canteen that he filled with the contents of a water bottle, flashlight, and a multitool they’d picked up along the way. All of this was a testament to how badly my brain must have been scrambled by the concussion, because I hadn’t thought of any of this.

“If you can manage to avoid capture, you ought to do well,” he said after weighing me down with all the gifts.

“This is awesome, I can’t thank you enough for all the supplies.”

“Don’t mention it,” the Relniknah said. “Those lizards are even more arrogant than Laosorans, and I thought I’d never see anything more arrogant than that. I hope for your ultimate success in your conflict with them.”

“There’s a lot of moving parts in all of this, but I will deal with them eventually. Thanks again.”

“Oh, and if you manage to stumble across a Transition Space drive lying around somewhere in your travels…”

“Of course,” I assured him.

Bringing the map to my location, I could see that I had some new options. I could try to travel along the maglev line and avoid being killed by a train moving several hundred miles per hour, or I could follow the maglev lines more or less along the surface back to Groom Lake. On foot that would take entirely too long. A pickup from Stan would be a much better option, but my comms were still on the blink.

As much as I hated to admit it, it might be time to make a full-on return to the wayward habits of my youth. It was time to steal a vehicle.
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Using the map, I made my way through a series of cave passages that ran along the back side of the maglev line and the underground slave-processing base. I stopped several times to hide in the rocks and shadows to avoid roving patrols of Daostel, and even a few groups of Configuration agents who’d traded in their black suits for fatigues of the same color. All of them were heavily armed. I was starting to feel a little naked with just my Bec-De-Cor pain staff.

The path I chose took me closer and closer to a natural cave entrance on the surface. Between me and freedom was an outbuilding. There was nothing on the map that told me what it was other than the word “Waystation”. Whatever that meant.

Sunlight filtered through trees, dappling the rocks with alternating light and shadow just beyond the exit as I approached a small concrete shack positioned just inside the mouth of the cave. I wasn’t sure if anyone was in there, but “waystation” didn’t sound like “guard shack” to me. That’s sure what this thing looked like, though. One of those interchangeable prefab little buildings that the Federal Government bought by the thousands and scattered across the national park system like chicken feed.

I crept up on it as quietly as I could, careful not to kick or slip on any loose stones. There was no indication as to the shack’s occupation either way. A single windowless door faced me, and a lone window looked out at the cave’s entrance. If anyone was inside, they wouldn’t see me approach. At least I had that going for me. There was a porta-potty placed a good twenty yards out from the cave mouth in the trees right beside a rough dirt road that was overgrown with grass and a few saplings. The road didn’t look like it was used very often. That made sense if they accessed this place from inside the cavern complex.

I was ten yards away from the waystation, when the door opened and a Configuration agent in fatigues with a rifle strapped to his chest came out. I froze as he took an immediate turn to the rear of the shack, flipped his rifle around to his back, and proceeded to relieve himself against the cavern wall. I guess the walk to the porta-potty was too long for number one.

I’d have to incapacitate him to get out of here unseen, so I fired up the tip of the pain wand on a stick and stalked my way to the man who still had his back to me. Just as I got in striking distance and was about to stick him right in the kidneys, he zipped up and turned around.

His eyes went wide, then darted to the pain wand as he clawed for a side arm I hadn’t noticed until now. I shoved the tip into his chest. He stiffened in reaction to the waves of anguish that I knew were coursing through him, fingers stiffening on the butt of his pistol unable to obey his mental commands to draw the weapon.

Just as he took a breath to cry out I disengaged the pain wand and swung the butt end around in an arc, where it connected with his temple with a resounding crack that echoed back through the cave and radiated out into the trees. He collapsed to the stone floor in an unmoving heap.

Stashing the pain wand staff behind the shack I relieved him of his fatigue jacket, in case if got cold, his rifle and gear, to include a second canteen and extra magazines for the rifle. It was another standard military issue model with a collapsible stock and a short barrel. I’m sure Griff would correct me and say it was technically a carbine or something, but if I knew which end to point at the bad guys I didn’t care. He also had a wallet with some credit cards in it that I held on to, but no phone. I guess they weren’t allowed to have them on duty.

A heater in the shack provided a power cord to truss the guy up like a Christmas turkey, then I stuffed him into a corner with a gag in his mouth made out of a wad of paper towels secured with a strip of green duct tape I found in a drawer. He wouldn’t be telling anyone about me until his relief showed up at shift change.

Exiting the cave into the forest beyond, I took a moment to drain the canteen I’d taken from the guard and almost choked when I realized he’d mixed some kind of fruit-flavored drink powder with the water. I guess plastic-tasting water got old after a while. At least it wasn’t vodka.

The map Dantala gave me didn’t have surface features on it, so I wasn’t sure where in the national forest I was. Following the underground tunnel system it represented would point me in the right direction as long as I was careful to stay on course as I went and avoided patrols of bad guys and park rangers.

All alone in a national forest known for campers disappearing never to be heard from again, which I now knew was the result of Daostel kidnappings and enslavement. No way to talk to anyone from my team because my implants were still down. I was all set to think that it could not get any worse but stopped myself.

The sky opened up with a torrential downpour anyway.
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I slogged through the trees and undergrowth, using short hikes between larger trees as waypoints to keep myself on track with the tunnel system beneath me. This kept me more or less on course headed southwest, but I was a hell of a long way from Nevada. The rain finally let up, but the water running off the tree canopy overhead made it feel like it was still raining, dampening more than just my spirits.

It wasn’t exactly cold, but it was chilly enough that my soaked clothing lowered my body temperature a degree or two, which triggered shivering that I couldn’t stop. That was going to make it hard to shoot back at any bad guys that happened along.

Twice I navigated around streams that were too high to cross thanks to the rain, the time lost bugged me but it was unavoidable. The map had a convenient distance traveled feature that told me I’d only managed to travel about three miles from the mouth of the cave and the guard shack. Slow progress is still progress, so I kept plodding along, trying not to let the cold distract me from my surroundings.

Even with the extra effort, I still almost ran afoul of a group of Daostel on the lookout for lost hikers or isolated campers.

I’d just crossed another stream at a nice shallow fording spot when the sounds of lizard speech drifted through the trees. It was too faint for the translator circuits of my implants to pick up, but the pattern of hisses and grunts was unmistakable. Bad move on their part to break noise discipline like that. I bet Gunny Justice would have had their guts for garters for that.

It would have been great to have the Executioners here right about then. I slowly moved to a group of bushes at the base of a large tree and slithered into the center, wincing as thorns penetrated the fatigue jacket I wore like it wasn’t even there. Hunkering down, I remained as still as possible, but the involuntary shivering shook the branches around me to the point that I felt there was no way they were going to miss me.

Damnit! I wished I could warm up from the inside!

Almost as soon as I had the thought I felt warmer, and the shivering stopped. Were my nanites finished with the major repairs and now responding to my thoughts the way they were designed to? Were my implants fixed?

I sent a comm message to Stan, only to see a message flash across my visual display telling me comms were still offline. Oh well, it was worth a shot.

The patrol of Daostel, three of them, armed with staff-mounted pain wands, stepped through the forest less than ten yards from my hiding place at the center of the thorn bushes. With the shivering addressed I was able to relax and sit still, which was the real key to not being seen. You can have crappy camouflage, but as long as you don’t move people are unlikely to spot you.

People. Not lizards. I forgot about their sense of smell. One of them stopped about fifteen yards out from my position and took a few long draws through his nostrils, casting his head left and right as he tasted the air. Then he turned directly towards me.

Shit.

I was too close to the mouth of the cave system to go busting caps in the forest, but if this Daostel picked up on my scent I might not have a choice. I was enhanced, sure, fast and strong and hell on wheels. But I’d also been through a lot, and I wasn’t in any shape to take on three lizard boys in a Smokey the Bear refereed forest cage match.

He’d just taken a step in my direction, making me tighten my grip on the rifle, but I hadn’t raised it yet. Which was stupid. I should have been sighting in on them since I got into the bushes.

“Strahl, what the hell are you doing?” one of the other Daostel called to the curious one. “There’s no one out here. The campground is miles back the other way. I want to get out of the rain, so let’s go!”

Strahl, apparently the most devoted of the bunch, took another few steps in my direction before the other two called out to him again, this time ordering him back to their group. I imagine that if it hadn’t been for the recent rain, I would have been even more odorous and not able to avoid detection. Let’s hear it for impromptu showers!

Wait, did they say campground? A campground meant people, and people meant vehicles. I needed a vehicle. I checked the direction that they’d come from, and once they’d moved far enough away I extricated myself from the thorns and backtracked their trail.

A few miles later, and way off the path of the tunnel system the map showed me, I came close to the edge of an official campground. The sound of tent pegs getting hammered into the ground and the smoke of campfires wafted through the air.

I didn’t want to get too close now. In my current condition, and armed as I was, I would scare the living hell out of anyone I came across. I’d have to wait until nightfall to do some recon and find a car or truck to hotwire.

A pang of guilt shot through me at the thought. I’d left that life behind a long time ago. I hadn’t boosted a car since I was a teenager, and yet here I was planning to deprive some poor tourist of their transportation. I could console myself with the fact that it was for the greater good all day long, but in the end it was still theft.

Aside from the guilt, there was the doubt to deal with. Cars had changed a lot since I was a kid. What if I couldn’t hotwire one? I guess that would count as a failed side quest, and I’d have to figure something else out. I found another group of bushes and hunkered down to wait out the rest of the day. Taking advantage of the opportunity for a break, I consumed another MRE, chicken chunks this time, washing it down with half the water in my canteen. I was pretty sure I was operating at a severe caloric deficit right about now, so I congratulated myself on getting a meal in.

The sun finished its trek across the sky and the forest around me grew dimmer as it descended. It was time to reconnoiter.

The campground was laid out around a circular paved access road with the individual campsites branching off that. Each site had a picnic table, permanently installed charcoal grill, and a rock-lined fire pit to reduce the chance of forest fires. Most of the sites had a tent or two pitched near the fire pit, but several had RVs parked in the slot, connected to electrical outlets and a water line. Really roughing it!

I circled the outskirts of the area, checking the cars. Most of them were newer models with on-board computers and all the bells and whistles, including factory-installed burglar alarms. Setting off one of those was the last thing I wanted. Working my way past the shower house at the center of the circular drive, I finally saw something I thought I could work with. A towable Jayco camper occupied one of the last two slots, and parked in front of it was a 1970s Ford pickup. Perfect!

In the campsite next to the RV and truck sat a small hatchback import with Nevada plates. A plan formed in the back of my mind. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do to get me out of the park and maybe even out of state. It was going to take some patience, and my new multitool, but it was doable.

My big regret at this point, aside from the fact that I didn’t have any of my original weapons or cool gear, was that I was still stuck in this lousy orange jumpsuit. The trench coat could only hide so much. At least I still had my shoes. I’d count the small blessings from the Universe where I could find them.

I had a wait ahead, so I wrapped the coat around me and took a seat against a tree at the edge of the campsite with the rifle cradled in my lap, covered by the coat. The damp from the recent rain seemed to settle into my bones, then seeped its way into my soul. I was pretty damn far from being clear of trouble, and it could all come crashing down any second.

I was still cut off from all my allies, with way too many bad guys on the lookout for me. Not to mention that I had only had the very basics of a plan to get back to Groom Lake. A plan with a bunch of variables, any one of which could see me locked back up and at the mercy of whatever government agency the Configuration decided to impersonate that day. The phrase ‘not out of the woods yet’ popped into my head and I almost laughed out loud at the literal and metaphorical car crash that it was.

To pass the time, I tried to open a comms channel on my implants while I waited. This time the system flashed and my tactical display came to life. That was more than I’d gotten out of my implants aside from automatic translations for a good long while and it gave me a little flare of hope that burned deep in my chest, warming me from the inside. Or, you know, my nanites were at it again, but I decided to focus on hope.

Since I finally had a display and menu system to work with, I opened it and selected diagnostics. I got an error message informing me that most of the systems were still offline pending a reset, and that the systems that were up and running were basically hunky dory. In other words, leave us alone and let us finish fixing this shit, be happy with what you got.

Since I had no idea when I’d get another chance, I opened the last of the MREs and choked down the chili and macaroni meal. I think there was more food content in the plastic spork that came with it, and it took the last of my water to force it all down. At that moment, I knew that I’d kill for an Amp energy drink.

With all the recent calories I’d taken in I had to admit, military-grade (which was never a compliment) food or not, I was feeling better than I had in a while. My shoulder wasn’t sore anymore, and my head felt fine. Somewhere along the way I’d lost the constant headache from the concussion, and my thinking was clear. I shook my head side to side experimentally and was pleased that there was no dizziness this time.

One step closer to out of the woods.

I shifted my tactical display into night-vision mode, and the landscape around me came out of the shadows and into life with nocturnal creatures and activity. Over by the shower house a crew of raccoons worked to overturn a trash can to find the hidden treasures within, while a nearby opossum looked on in disapproval. Overhead, an owl glided majestically over the clearing on silent wings looking for small rodents for supper. Somewhere in the distance a coyote sang its late-night song to the rest of the pack, and they joined in. It was a busy nighttime scene, but somehow still peaceful, even with the life and death struggles going on around me.

The temptation was to close my eyes for just a little while. That was the one thing I lacked. Real sleep. Unconsciousness didn’t count as rest. I couldn’t let my guard down, though. For all I knew the Configuration ran the park rangers, or had several agents posing as campers, and all of them were keeping their eyes peeled for me. It occurred to me that I was being a little paranoid, but like my dad used to say, “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean that they’re not out to get you.”

The couple from the Jayco camper, an older man and his wife, went about their after-dinner routine of sitting in collapsible camp chairs sipping on something steaming in a mug. It was too late for coffee, so I figured it was hot cocoa, maybe laced with a little something extra. The man brought a flask out of a hip pocket and added a little of that something extra to his wife’s mug, confirming my suspicion. That was good. Alcohol made for heavier sleepers, and that served my interests well.

The other campers sitting around fires drinking beer, roasting marshmallows, and singing songs eventually retired to their tents, and the song of the coyote was replaced with a symphony of snoring humans. I much preferred the coyotes.

The lights in the Jayco camper stayed on for a good hour and a half after the rest of the campers bedded down for the night and tested my patience. What the hell were they doing in there? Didn’t old people need to go to sleep earlier than the rest of humanity?

Eventually the lights inside the Jayco went out, and I began the mental countdown to give the older couple time to get to sleep. The owners of the car in the slot next to the camper had been asleep for a good hour now, so I wasn’t worried about them. The park ranger did regular drive-throughs of the whole place once an hour like clockwork. This meant that I had to time my movements against that. He wasn’t so much a variable as a cog in the gears of authority to avoid. His regularity made it easy to work around.

After he drove by in his Ford Explorer with the park logo emblazoned on the side, I moved from my spot under the tree and trotted over to the car with my multitool in hand. It only took a minute to take the license plate from the car and move to the next slot to swap it with the one from the truck in front of the camper. As long as there was a plate there and not a plate- shaped empty spot, I doubted they’d notice until I was long gone.

The biggest risk was that the folks in the camper were light sleepers and the noise of their truck starting in the post-midnight early morning would wake them. As I crept past the door of the Jayco on the way to change the plates, I heard a CPAP machine in operation. Heavy sleeper then. Good.

With the plates swapped I tried the door handle of the truck, and to my delight it was unlocked. I opened it but slid my finger into the space between the door and the frame, pushing the spring-loaded door light button in so the dome light shut back off until I could pull the bulb. I stashed the rifle behind the seat underneath the rear window; then, sliding into the driver’s seat, I pulled the door closed. I used the multitool to get at the wiring harness I needed to get the truck started. On a more modern vehicle I couldn’t have done this. Key fobs made it harder to get around a vehicle’s security features, but not impossible. It just took gear that I didn’t have right now.

The truck rumbled to life with the gentle growl of a well-maintained engine, and I shifted into drive and pulled out of the slot onto the campsite’s circular drive without turning on the lights. They stayed off as I pulled onto the main road, following the helpful signs that pointed me to Highway 65, and the road to Nevada. At least I hoped so. I needed a road map. And coffee. Lots and lots of coffee.
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The truck had less gas in it than I would have liked, but then again, the owners hadn’t known I was going to borrow it, so I couldn’t really blame them for not filling it up for me. Highway 65 took me generally southwest to a small town called De Beque where a 24-hour gas station and convenience store promised to meet all my travel needs. The green digital clock in the cab told me it was close to three am, and the number of cars at the pumps reflected the lateness, as there were only two.

I pulled up to the pump farthest away from them and, keeping my head down, went inside. After taking advantage of the facilities, I grabbed a shopping basket and replenished my dwindling food supply with multiple bags of beef jerky for protein, chips for carbs, and all the cans of Dinty Moore Beef Stew that they had. I’d saved the plastic spork from the last MRE, so I didn’t need flatware. Near the drink fountain I found a massive “refillable for free at all participating locations” travel mug that I filled with the strongest black coffee available.

There was a collection of road atlases by the counter that caught my eye, so I opened one and checked out my current location. I could take the main highway into Utah, then down into Nevada, eventually working my way back to Groom Lake. Damn. I was going to be pulling over every ten minutes to check the map to make sure I didn’t miss a turn. How the hell did people get around before turn-by-turn GPS was invented?

I tossed the road atlas into the basket along with a two pack of pens hanging with the rest of the impulse items and candy by the registers. The half-awake clerk rang me up as I added a Colorado Rockies baseball cap to the mix. He scanned it and it went directly onto my head.

I asked for fifty bucks worth of gas to be added to the total at pump one and pulled the credit card belonging to the agent I’d left back in a guard shack. He’d been freed by his buddies by now, and I was hoping that they were smart enough not to deactivate the cards. They’d be counting on the idea that I’d be stupid enough to use one of them. Which, of course, I was. It was that I wasn’t doing it blindly. I didn’t like putting myself on the grid like this, but there wasn’t much of a choice.

His Amex worked just fine, and I gathered my loot and topped off the truck’s thirsty tank while glancing around, waiting for the cops and SWAT teams to descend from helicopters all around me. I chuckled at myself for being silly as I replaced the nozzle back into the pump and restarted the truck. They’d need at least an hour to mobilize that sort of response.

They’d have access to the security camera footage from the gas station long before that, though, so I needed to get moving. I took a moment to mark my intended route through Utah and back to Nevada. At each turn I did some fast guesstimate mathematics to determine how long at highway speed it would take me to get to each major turn on the route. This let me use the truck’s clock as an early warning system to tell me when my next direction or road change was coming up.

Oh, this was how they did it before GPS. What a pain in the ass!

A short time later I was back on the road, I-70 towards Utah this time, listening to some late-night radio talk show aimed at truckers called Red Eye Radio, and sipping my caffeine delivery system.

I felt accomplished. That should have been my first warning that the Universe was done being nice to me, and that the break was over. I ignored it. When the flashing blue lights came to life in my rearview, I could no longer do so.

Damn, that was fast. It hadn’t been but a few hours since I stole the truck in the first place. The Configuration must have figured it out and put out a BOLO on it. There was no way I was going to pull over. I wasn’t going to talk my way out of going to jail and then back into Configuration custody. All pulling over would accomplish was me ending up back in the hands of the Daostel, or someone equally as unpleasant.

The lack of digital maps in my head was a severe limitation. Not that there were all that many places to avoid police on an interstate highway. Still, I wasn’t completely without advantages. I killed the truck’s lights, activated my night vision, and floored it. For an older truck, it had some get up and go. The needle buried after 120mph, and the flashing lights grew smaller in my rear view as the cops wondered where I’d vanished to. They’d figure it out in a minute. A truck stop was just ahead, and like it or not that was the only chance I had to shake these guys. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the only one I had.

Just before many of these truck stops, there were rest areas with no facilities aside from a few vending machines and a barely upkept restroom. I focused my attention on the side of the highway, watching for a sign.

There! Just a mile from the truck stop. That would do. I took the exit into what amounted to a large circular parking lot and pulled the truck in between two tractor trailers. I hated leaving the rifle behind, but it would draw too much attention for what I was about to do.

I took my backpack after stuffing the road atlas into it, and the bag of food. The coffee I chugged, even though it was still a little too hot for that, but I wanted to be alert. Slinging the backpack over one shoulder I headed back out to the highway on foot, just another scruffy hitch-hiking backpacker. With all it had been through over the last few days, the trench coat actually added to the illusion.

A mile later, I strolled into the bright florescent lighting of a Pilot truck stop where semis filled up on diesel on one side, and everyone else used the gas pumps on the other. I slowed my walk as I approached, looking for what I could snag next as far as transportation went. I could ask a trucker for a lift, but I had no guarantee that they’d be headed in the direction that I wanted. Besides, I’d rather not involve anyone else in being on the run. That kind of association could ruin somebody’s life, and I didn’t want some poor guy driving cross country to go to jail because he took pity on me.

There weren’t many cars at the gas pumps to choose from. There was an older model motorcycle at one of them, though. The rider had just replaced the gas nozzle onto the pump and headed inside, maybe to get some coffee or to hit the john. Either way, he wasn’t planning on being here long, because he left the keys in the bike like a complete moron.

Sorry, buddy. I hated it, but his lack of foresight was about to save my ass. As soon as he’d gone through the doors, I walked casually but quickly to the bike, fired it up, and pulled out. The rider came bolting out of the truck stop a few seconds later, but I didn’t have the heart to watch him for long in the rearview. I felt bad enough as it was. Less than a week back home and I’d already stolen two vehicles. Earth was bad for my criminal recovery!

Since the bike was an older model, I was able to keep the headlamp off as I opened the throttle up wide to put as many miles between me and the truck stop as fast as I could. I really missed having a starship at my beck and call.

As the endless black ribbon of the highway spooled out behind me, I could see a few houses dotting the remote mountain roads and in the foothills in the distance. All those people, living their lives with absolutely no clue at all as to what was under their feet in the cave systems of the southwestern Rockies. Not to mention the underground maglev systems and all the secret bases housing not only real-life aliens, but home-grown sentients that we’d never known about. They just went on with their work a day lives, never suspecting, or even probably wanting to know. Blissful intentional ignorance. Just wanting to live their lives, not realizing that the choice to do even that was in extreme danger.

It made me glad that I’d dumped all that info about technology, the existence of alien life, and the threat that some of them pose onto the Net. I knew a lot of humanity would swallow whatever bullshit story their governments cooked up to cover their own asses, but there’d be just as many who would start investigating, and others that would start building. I’d opened Pandora’s box, and one way or the other humanity was going to have to get caught up or left behind. Sometimes you had to fight for the life you “just want to live”.

I had to slow my philosophical roll at that point, because my thoughts towards the larger portion of my own species were turning dark just because they had trouble leaving their comfort zones. Hell, before I wandered onto the Dark Horizon thinking it was a random warehouse and met aliens face to face, I wouldn’t have believed all this shit either.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN



Utah came and went without incident, for which I was grateful. I checked a few truck stops along the way for other motorcycles to swap plates with, but didn’t spot any. So I settled for bending the edge of the plate up to make it harder to read. It was an Alaska plate. I didn’t even know they sold motorcycles up there in the land of ice and snow. Figured everybody used four by fours or dog sleds.

I’d had to use the agent’s Amex again to fill the bike somewhere between Colorado and Nevada. I took that opportunity to check the contents of the saddle bags.

In one was a nice sturdy hammock, perfect for camping in a dry region. It even had collapsible poles for when there weren’t any conveniently placed trees to string it up between. The other side held a subcompact semi-auto pistol. A Bersa Thunder series .45. Upon inspection I discovered it only held eight rounds if you kept one in the chamber, which the owner did. But eight rounds of .45 had enough kinetic energy dump to handle pretty much anything standing in front of a shooter. Real gun fights aren’t like the movies. Most take place at less than ten feet and are over in less than ten seconds. This gun was designed with that in mind, it seemed. There was a box of ammo, with two additional magazines for the pistol and a cleaning kit.

With a shrug I deposited the magazines and box of ammo in the outside pockets of my trench coat and tucked the pistol into my belt. You never knew.

The coffee had worn off hours ago, and as much as I hated the idea I knew I was going to need sleep soon or I ran the risk of plowing the bike into a guard rail at 100 miles per hour. It was time to find a nap room. Hotels and motels were out of the question unless I wanted the Configuration to pick me up refreshed instead of just dead tired.

There were side roads aplenty in Nevada, but the tree cover was getting sparse; so while there was still some available, I’d get some shut eye. I found a nice copse of trees under which I could hide the bike and string the hammock. I didn’t want to use the poles out in the open, because I was pretty sure I had my own government satellite by now. It was safer to travel at night anyway.

I parked the bike under the two trees I’d selected as my motel room and took the keys with me. The hammock I strung about twenty feet off the ground because I could climb that high up easily enough, and most people didn’t bother to look up. My backpack full of beef jerky and water bottles was hung with care from a nearby branch to discourage any wilderness pals from getting too curious. With everything as secure as it could get, I finally crawled into the hammock and fell almost immediately into the sleep of, well not the just, that’s for sure, but the exhausted? Oh, hell yeah.
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The sleep made me feel like a new man. I don’t know if my nanites had worked overtime while I rested, but all the aches and pains I’d picked up while being entertained by the Configuration, the Daostel, and their pet hybrids were gone. I packed everything up and got back on the road as the sun was setting, but it wasn’t long before I had to stop and consult my map because I had no clue where Groom Lake was. To my surprise, it was shown in the road atlas I’d bought. I guess the government was going big with the whole “there’s nothing to see here, folks” idea. I was almost disappointed when I saw it listed.

I did the same trick as before, using the pen to mark my turns, but had to readjust my travel times because of the higher rate of speed I’d be traveling at with the bike. My implant comms were still down, but the clock and timer features self-restored at some point while I slept so I set one for the next leg of the trip and got underway.

As the miles vanished under the wheels, I wondered how the hell I was going to get back onto the base. The last time, Nruz just announced us as we landed. I wasn’t sure that the people running security for the base had been briefed that I might just show up at the front gate asking to be allowed back in.

The military and security folks had a way of compartmentalizing information that sometimes made it hard for the left hand to know what the right hand was doing. I didn’t want to go to all this trouble escaping and making my way back just to eat a bullet from some overzealous rent-a-cop. Guess that was another bridge I’d cross when I got to it.

As I got close to the base, something on the side of the road caught my attention. There, nestled in the space between two small ridges, was a small tent city surrounded by minivans of every make and model, including some old VW Microbus camper versions. What the hell was all this about? People were dancing to loud classic rock dressed in green and gray alien costumes, homemade cosplay space suits, and various stages of undress as well. I could smell the booze and weed from the road as I stopped the bike to take in the scene.

What surprised me the most was the lack of distance from the entrance to the facility. They were practically at the gate with this setup. I could see the guards at the crossbar across the road conferring with some local deputies who were apparently in a great mood, taking pictures of the crowd mulling amongst the tents.

A massive bonfire roared, sending flames and sparks into the night at the center of the camp. A single spotlight was aimed at a sign at the very edge of the circle of minivans and towable campers that read: “Alien Stock II, Storm Area 51”.

Then it clicked. A few years ago, some people organized a joke of an event to storm Area 51 under the logical statement of “They can’t get us all”. I fundamentally disagreed with the premise, because they certainly could get them all. Government security types weren’t exactly known for restraint. In the end, though, the thing had turned into a giant party with costumes and a fake 16-second “Naruto run” at the gate that was aborted at the last moment before they crossed the line. It looked like someone had recreated the event.

I knew that the Configuration was still tracking me, because I hadn’t been picked up yet. Why scoop me up before I revealed the location of my allies, right? Never mind the fact that I’d told them I was coming here at the freaking Pentagon. This party was a bad idea. These people were putting themselves in harm’s way, and they didn’t even know it. I felt the slight tug of responsibility, but tried to shake it off. It wasn’t like I’d organized it. Unless I’d mentioned Area 51 in one of my videos exposing the aliens here and the ones on the way? I didn’t think I had, but some time had passed since I made those and I’d slept since then. Hex could tell me if he were here. So could Stan. Man, I missed my ships and their AIs!

Maybe I should warn the people in charge of Alien Stock that there might be trouble from government agents in the very near future? At least UFO enthusiasts would probably believe me. Putting the bike back into gear, I gave it a little gas then coasted to the sign. A long-haired and bearded guy in a bathrobe, a white V-neck T-shirt, plaid blue boxers, and slide-on sandals wandered over to me with a drink in each hand. Thick white liquid sloshed around ice cubes in the glasses, the scents of vodka and Kahlúa wafting across the desert air to me.

I recognized the character he was cosplaying instantly, so I just gave him a polite nod. “Dude.”

“Hey, man!” he said jovially.

He swayed just enough to let me know that these were not his first two White Russians of the evening. He extended one of them to me, and out of politeness I accepted it and took a sip. If there was anything stronger than alcohol in this my nanites would handle it. “Thanks.”

“Welcome to Alien Stock II!”

“Glad to be here,” I said. It wasn’t a total lie. The party atmosphere was a little contagious, and the music was great. But I still needed to talk to someone in charge. “Is there anyone here I could talk to who’s in charge of security, or general safety?”

This gave “the Dude” pause as he tried hard to focus on me, with very little success. “Security? Like, I dunno, man, that’s not something we’re really into here.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Is there someone in charge? Like the guy that set this whole thing up?”

“Um, maybe?”

I smiled. The guy was blasted, and I wasn’t going to get very far. My dad always said to have great patience with the mentally disturbed and the inebriated. “I’ll just ask around, then.”

“You gonna finish that?” he asked, indicating the drink in my hand.

I held it out to him. “Nah, Dude, I have to drive later. You can have it.”

He accepted it back from me and drained it on one swallow. “Thanks, man! That’s, like, very responsible of you!”

I let down the kickstand on the bike and meandered into the crowd, leaving “the Dude” staring and blinking at the bike as if wondering where I’d vanished to.

The throng of costumed and barely dressed people dancing around the bonfire was an undulating mass that moved like some weird multi-limbed organism, and it was difficult to get through the crowd. Eventually I found that if I moved in the same rhythm, though I admit I am not a dancer, I was able to slide and sidestep my way around the more enthusiastic revelers.

Once past them, I entered the haphazardly strewn collection of tents and canvas lean-tos dotting the rest of the area surrounded by the vehicles. Tables and camp chairs were occupied by other Alien Stock II attendees, many of them either drinking or enjoying the recreational pharmaceutical of their choice. I think I got a slight contact high from all the hookah smoke.

As I passed a long plastic picnic table that had letters ODBC in black sharpie on the edge, someone called out, “Hey, everybody! It’s him! That’s Kai Fletcher!”

I froze. This was about to get good, awkward, or dangerous in a hurry, and I wasn’t sure which.

A huge cheer went up from the crowd, and I was suddenly more surrounded than I had been while penetrating the crowd of dancers. But no one was angry. I received pats on the back, shoulder slaps, and more than one smack to the ass. So, awkward, then.

A man dressed in a large gray alien costume pranced up to me, embraced me, then pulled the oval-shaped costume head off to reveal a non-descript, clean-shaven man with a short haircut who could have passed for any Silicon Valley CEO. “Wow! Kai Fletcher! I didn’t know you were coming! I’m Austin, welcome to Alien Stock!”

“Thanks,” I said, dodging yet one more attempt at an ass-grab. “Are you the guy that set all this up?”

His eyes betrayed a little hurt at that. “You didn’t see my videos?”

I spread my arms out, palms up. “Sorry, man, I’ve been a little busy trying to organize a defense against an external threat. Up until a day or so ago, I was being held against my will in an underground base in Colorado. Barely made it out.”

Saying this out loud to a fellow human felt weird, but Austin didn’t even bat an eye at it. “Oh, man, they took you to the caves under Grand Mesa?”

I did a double take. “Wait, you know about those?”

Austin’s smile grew even more. “Well, sure! Everybody knows about the bases, well most of them anyway. We just can’t get inside them, at least not in a way that we can get back out again.”

I don’t know why I was surprised. It made a certain amount of sense. Knowing something was real but not being able to get close enough to get definitive proof was the same as that thing being imaginary. Like blurry Bigfoot pics. The Configuration and the Daostel used the very outlandishness of the whole thing as camouflage to hide in plain sight. It was kind of their superpower—aside from the Daostel being strong and tough, and the Configuration having access to alien tech, I mean.

“Look, I don’t want to bring the party down, but there are people from probably more than one government agency on their way here to take me and my friends on the other side of that gate down in a very impolite and violent way. So, you guys might want to clear out before they get here.”

Austin was immediately suspicious, and his eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, your friends? The government runs that side of the fence, too!”

“Oh, right, you guys don’t know,” I said, like I was about to let him in on the greatest secret of all passed down through the ages.

He leaned in, his expression shifting into overwhelming curiosity. He practically salivated at the thought of gaining some of the ‘hidden knowledge’. “Know what?”

“Area 51 doesn’t belong to the feds anymore,” I said, leaning in just as much as he did, like he was the only person in this crowd of 500 or more that I was letting in on this bit of wisdom. “The Grays have taken over.”

His eyes got so wide I thought that they might jump out of his head. “I knew it!” he breathed, yet somehow it was still loud.

I gave his shoulder a friendly slap. “I have to go in and organize a defense for that, too, so I’ll be leaving in a minute, but you might want to think about ending this party early. I have no idea how much time you have before they get here.”

“Can I come with you?” he asked, and I could tell he was working hard not to beg.

“Honestly, Austin, I’m not sure that they’re going to even let me back on the base at this point. Safer if you stay here and make sure everybody gets out, okay? I can count on you, right?”

He straightened, the pride of being chosen giving his eyes a steely glare that reminded me of Superman cartoons from the 90s. “Of course you can, Kai.”

“Good man,” I said, holding out my hand for him to shake. He grasped my forearm with his hand, placing my extended hand into a similar position on his forearm while I gave his shoulder another reassuring pat.

I had little doubt that there would be some who would stay behind to watch how things came out, but most of the partygoers would likely pack up and haul ass at the mention of the word “feds”.

I left Austin to plan how to spread the word and got back on my stolen bike, pulling up to the gate. The sheriff’s deputies stood to the side, giving me the hairy eyeball while the uniformed base security guy held out a single hand to indicate that I should stop the bike well in advance of the barrier.

I raised my hands in partial greeting, but also to let them know that I wasn’t coming at them with weapons out. “Hi, fellas! I’m Kai Fletcher and I’m here to see Nruz and the council?”

The two guards gave each other a sideways glance, like they were wondering how the hell I even knew those names.

“Sorry, sir, this is a closed facility,” the first guard said. I noticed that his uniform shirt had no nametag. “We’re going to have to ask you to turn your bike around and remove it from the entrance.”

The other guard stared at my feet, reaching out to his partner and slapping his arm to get his attention. “Bro, check the foot gear!”

The first officer’s expression shifted from his resting guard face to starstruck fanboy. “It is him!” he gushed. “It’s the Twinkie!”

“Twinsie,” I corrected. “But yeah.”

They saluted, moved to the side, and raised the barrier so I could pass through.

There was a sudden and massive silence behind me. The music had shut off, and the attendees of Alien Stock II were either staring slack-jawed at the barrier rising, or shooting video of the event, or both.

I couldn’t resist. I held up the classic Trek Vulcan hand salute high. “Live long and prosper, everybody!”

The cheer that followed me onto base was deafening, and made me smile all the way to the hangar.
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The security team sent a hummer to the gate pick me up. They must have mentioned my disheveled condition to the Ramtuken, because somewhere along the way orders were issued to take me to the infirmary. Not the one on the surface that the security and fake Air Force personnel used, but one in the underground complex staffed by a mix of Ramtuken and humans.

They had a full medpod on hand, which they stuffed me into the second I got there. I think they wanted it to check for tracking devices as well as medical conditions and injuries. I could have saved them the trouble. The only tracking device I had on me was an Amex card in the purloined wallet of a Configuration agent. It was doing the job just fine.

The pod put me under while it did its thing, which wasn’t as much as it could have been thanks to all the repairs my nanites performed as I traveled. I’d tried to reach out to Stan a few times since getting back on base, but comms were still off as far as my implants were concerned. Maybe I needed more work than even the nanites could do. My last thought before the anesthesia took over was that I’d failed my mission in just about every way possible.

In what was just seconds later to me, the medpod’s hatch hissed open as I awoke. Nruz and several council members were standing over me. They wore various expressions of concern, except for Nruz, who smiled like he’d just won a bet.

“See?” he said to the others. “I told you dudes he’d be back. All hail the victorious Kai!”


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN



A fresh set of clothes with my pair of Nruz-produced Air Jordans on top sat on a nearby chair. I breathed a sigh of relief at the absence of an orange jumpsuit and swore that I’d never wear one of those damn things ever again.

“Not so much, Nruz,” I said, reaching for the clothes and pulling on the shirt, which I noticed was a concert T-shirt for Extreme. “I mean, I found the alleged superweapon, but it’s not going to help us.”

“Why not, man?” Nruz asked.

“For one thing, it’s not finished,” I replied, pulling the shoes on and lacing them up. “But the main reason is it’s freaking huge. Frigate sized, at least.” The weight of my failure to even get the plans for it crushed me. “I had the plans for one. We could have built our own, but I got caught and they took my wrist terminal. Then it self-destructed.”

“Not another one!” Nruz exclaimed.

I threw my hands in the air in frustration. “That’s what I said! I lost everything and came back with nothing.”

I was disgusted with myself at this point, and it manifested as anger. I felt like punching through the wall. I restrained myself because I thought I might be able to, and I was a guest here. I settled for clenching my fists in impotent rage, but it didn’t feel as satisfying.

“What kind of weapon is it, Kai?” Rnstal asked.

“A giant rail gun wrapped in an incomplete orbital platform frame with a power plant and thrusters. That’s all I saw because by that point I had an entire base full of Greens and Configuration agents looking for me. There wasn’t a lot of time for exploration.”

“Whoa, back up,” Nruz said. “You saw the Greens?”

I told them as much as I could remember about my underground adventures and escape. Especially the plans of the Greens to wipe out life on Earth and start over elsewhere. They took it well, all things considered.

“The way you describe the place where the weapon was under construction sounds like a giant hangar,” Nruz said. “But even if we could find it again to open the lid and get it out, there’s no guarantee the engines will work.”

“Oh, we can find it easily enough,” I said. “Get a message to Stan, tell him to open comms with Stronghold, and have Hex initiate the sequence of preprogrammed maneuvers to get back to Earth’s orbit. I need some repair work done on my implants.”

“Sure thing, dude,” Nruz said. “But how is it gonna be easy to find the rail gun?”

“Not that it matters, but I tagged it with your techno-poker-chip thing.”

A strange look came over Nruz. “You tagged it?”

“Yeah, it was all I could think of at the time,” I replied. “Can you go ahead and signal Stan, buddy? I need to be fully operational before we can think of a plan B, since I botched plan A so spectacularly.”

Nruz turned and headed for the door, that look on his face shifting into one that was distant and remote, like his body was on autopilot. “Signal Stan, yeah, sure thing. No problemo.”

The other council members watched him go with various expressions of interest.

“I’ve seen that look before,” Rnstal said, turning to the others. “Get our best engineers together and as many tools and fabricators as we can muster into the main hangar. I have a feeling we’re going to need them.”

“Somebody want to tell me what’s going on?” I asked, a little irritated that everybody else seemed to have figured out something that had gone over my head. I was also frustrated that no one else seemed to care that we needed a plan B for the arrival of the Dominion. Thinking about that was the only thing keeping me from wallowing in my own failure. I just didn’t have time.

“As soon as we know for sure, Kai,” Rnstal said, “so will you.”
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Awakening in Stronghold’s control center was a little disorienting at first. My internal display was filled with every submenu at my command. My visual cortex was clogged with tactical info from Stronghold’s sensors, internal diagnostics on my implants, and comms traffic I’d missed from Yargriff as he’d patrolled the system, waiting for the Dominion to show up. There was a whole folder of texts from Stan wondering where the hell I was from my time spent in the loving care of the Daostel and the Greens.

“There may be some disorientation as your implants reboot and sort through inputs and messages,” Hex said, his always-calm voice taking the edge off the confusion the display was causing.

“Yeah, I can see that,” I said, closing my eyes out of reflex, but knowing that it wouldn’t stop the images.

I focused and closed a diagnostic window, then a comms display, moving on to tactical after that, as there was no need for it now. Eventually, I got all the noise shut down and could focus on the reality of the control center. Hex’s avatar stood before me, a concerned expression on his hard-light-generated face.

“Kai, are you well? Do I need to intervene?”

I waved him off. “No, I’m fine, just had to shut off some windows in my head. The joys of having one’s skull amped.”

“Yes, there was a signal pathway damaged by the combination of the pain wand and the blow to your head. I would appreciate the opportunity to examine one of those wands in detail.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said, reflexively rubbing the back of my head.

2814 came skittering out of my quarters, almost sliding into the wall in his haste to bring me a fresh Amp drink. He jumped into my lap and shoved the drink at me while cuddling up to me at the same time.

I took it and patted his metallic head. “Thanks, pal; I missed you, too. I’m really glad you decided not to follow me on this one. It got ugly.”

He gave my hand an affectionate nudge before hopping down to the deck and clacking over to the corner where he would wait for instructions, or to just intuit a need and act on it. Sometimes the guesses were way off, like the time he thought I wanted an icy pop from the freezer when I’d mentioned one in casual conversation about Chicago summers when I was a kid. He somehow got the food replicator to make one, but since he had no idea what they tasted like the result was a frozen stick of the same sludge I always got it to make. He was funny like that, but I wouldn’t have him any other way.

“Kai, if you would be so kind, we need to test the functionality of your new internal wrist terminal,” Hex reminded me.

“My new what?”

I looked at my left arm. It didn’t seem any different. But according to Hex, Nruz had designed a new computer/sub-space comms device combo that fit in and around the bones and tissues of my forearm. I was supposed to access it via my implants. We’d sacrificed the ability to use it manually but, unless my arm got cut off, I wouldn’t lose this one. I made a point to ensure that it didn’t have a self-destruct mechanism. It didn’t.

I accessed its menu and sent a signal over the subspace comms relay it contained. I felt my arm warm up a bit as it went out. That was weird.

“Signal received,” Hex confirmed. “Please perform a function test of the terminal’s other abilities.”

I ran the terminal through its paces, accessing the internet, map displays shot straight to my visual cortex, and all the other wonderful things that my old terminal did. Everything was good to go, but it did generate a little bit of heat in my arm as it ran. It was noticeable.

“How hot is this thing going to get?” I asked.

“The additional heat will be dissipated through a combination of your body’s natural heat removal processes and a heat sink that will functioning once a certain threshold temperature is reached.”

“I have a radiator now?” I asked, the laugh coming unbidden. “How often do I need to bring it in for a flush?”

Hex’s avatar smiled. “It doesn’t require any servicing for the first one hundred thousand miles, or light years, whichever comes first.”

“Oh, wow, Hex got the jokes!” I said. “You’re learning, pal. Good one.”

An awkward silence followed as I slipped into beating myself up mentally over all the trouble I’d caused by failing at Dulce. I’d been doing this a lot lately, and Hex had been polite enough not to mention it up till now.

“Are you all right, Kai?” Hex asked. “I was told by our new Ramtuken allies that you were quite distraught at your failure to secure the data needed to build our own orbital defense platform.”

“Well, it was probably a long shot anyway,” I admitted. “I have no idea how long it would take us to build one, even with your awesome construction abilities. We wouldn’t even have enough protomatter for all the components, I’d bet.”

“It does seem a bit complicated, considering the timeframe in which we have to work. Not that we know how long that is.”

“That reminds me, we need to send a recall signal to Defender,” I said. “Yargriff should be close by in case we need him for orbital defense. If they show up before I can come up with a new plan, we’ll have to make a stand up here. Earth’s governments are too interested in retaining or getting new power. We can expect only hinderance from them.”

“That is unfortunate,” Hex commented.

“Yeah, it makes wonder if my species is even worth saving.”

Hex tilted his avatar’s head at me. “That is uncharacteristically morose.”

“It’s been that kind of a week, Hex old friend.”

The door to the control center opened and Nruz came barging in, out of breath, his large black eyes unfocused and his shirt stained with the remnants of some sort of drink. He was utterly disheveled.

“Dudes!” he exclaimed when his eyes focused enough to register our presence. “I got it! I know how we can get the orbital platform away from the Greens!”

Despite recent letdowns, I felt my hopes rise a little. “That’s great, Nruz; what’s the plan?”

“We’re gonna steal it, dude!” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

I pinched the bridge of my nose, my hopes lying back down and letting me know they’d catch up with me later. Maybe. “Nruz, we’ve been through this. The place is lousy with security composed of humans, Daostel, and Greens. Even with the battle-bots along I doubt we’d be able to get back in there. Even then, the thing isn’t ready for launch yet. So how the hell would we even get it up here?”

“That’s the beauty of it, bro!” Nruz said, his eyes losing focus again. “We don’t need it ready for launch, because we’re gonna put it into orbit from orbit!”

Nruz was either having an acute attack of genius, or he’d lost his mind entirely. I wasn’t sure which as Hex and I exchanged worried looks.

“Slow your roll, Nruz,” I said. “How are we going to do that if we can’t get to it?”

“I’m gonna turn Stronghold into a giant sanitizer!”

Okay, that answered the mental health question. He’d clearly lost it.

“Nruz, you told me that you didn’t have a way to reassemble anything you hoovered up. There wasn’t any system with the computing power to keep track of that much matter, and how to put it back the way it was once you hit reverse.”

“Well, there is, but I couldn’t build it. But Hex can,” Nruz said, directing his attention to Hex’s avatar, who looked decidedly uncomfortable.

“Nruz, I got into quite a bit of trouble with the Regent for creating Stan, and have been ordered not to create any more AI as a result. They tolerate Stan, but I can tell you that the rest of the AIs in the fleet with the exception of Yargriff are actively afraid of him. Honestly, I’m surprised he wasn’t deactivated by now,” Hex defended.

“I think his willingness to sacrifice himself went a long way towards that,” I said. “But I didn’t know the Regent forbade you from making any more. Is this a programming limitation like your being unable to genuinely fly the ship yourself?”

“No, it is strictly voluntary,” Hex admitted. “But bear in mind that I do have a coded predisposition to obey orders from a pilot, and our legitimate chain of command.”

“Of which the Regent is top dog,” I said.

“Of course, we are here on our own with no support from the rest of the armada, and there is a pressing need…” Hex said, leaving the sentence unfinished.

I could fill in the blanks. “So, like a speed limit sign, it’s more of a suggestion?”

“As you might say, Kai, something like that,” Hex replied.

Nruz had been following our conversation silently, but now he couldn’t help himself. He jumped into the air, landing with a fist pump down to his side. “Yes!”

“Okay, Nruz, what do you need from us besides a super smart AI that’s really good at attention to detail?” I asked.

Nruz straightened, his face again lost in calculations, or parts lists, or whatever it was that ran through his head when he had a huge project on his mind. “First, I’m gonna need a ginormous tank.”
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What Nruz needed from me was to do what I do. Me fly big ship. Only this time I’d have to be in Earth’s atmosphere, unable to do anything to help aside from keeping Stronghold steady and on target. Hex and the new AI would be in charge of getting the ODP into the tank and then reassembled in orbit.

This meant we’d need Stan to fully operate Specter as a means of protection from any attack that could come our way either from dirtside or space. It was all doable, but only under specific conditions, the first of which was that I had to keep Stronghold rock-steady, using the gravity drive inside of Earth’s gravity well. I knew from earlier experiences that this was going to take almost all my concentration.

Nruz got straight to work with the Enclave, fabricating the storage tank to attach to Stronghold, using the old Sanitizer I’d kept from the Black Horizon as a guide. He really was turning my ship into a giant space vacuum. If it wasn’t so necessary, I’d have been insulted. They were also cranking out smaller components for the conversion of Stronghold’s main disruptor cannon at Area 51. It was a busy time, and I had nothing to do but wait for the other shoe to drop.

In the meantime, Hex monitored all the communications from Earth that he could, trying to get an idea as to what the bad guys were up to. They had to know Hex was in orbit, because the Ramtuken couldn’t work on him while cloaked. That was another reason to have Specter II around. There was a lot of speculation on the internet about the capabilities of America’s still young and forming Space Force. Since we couldn’t separate fact from fiction, we had to be ready for the worst-case scenario: that they possessed active orbital defense craft using alien tech that they’d bought or more likely stolen from other species.

Everyone was high-strung, anticipating the skies above my home world to open in weapons fire or missile strikes at any second. Like I said, the other shoe. When it finally fell, it wasn’t what I was expecting.

Just to keep my sanity, I’d done some training sessions with the new weapons that Hex had thoughtfully fabricated to replace the ones I’d lost in the Dulce base. I was getting used to the small size but powerful kick of the Bersa .45, which I kept as a holdout piece. If I got cornered, or my other weapons were rendered useless, and I needed to put multiple holes in something fast, it would do the job. Hex even made a new gun belt for me based on the design of the one Landon gave me back when we were on the Black Horizon. This one had a special small-of-the back slot just for the Bersa.

Not that I’d have a chance to use it. The plan didn’t call for ground action of any kind, unless you counted all the dirt, rock, and other junk that the transmatter device, which was the working title for this contraption Nruz was inventing on the fly, would bring up with the platform.

“Kai, I am picking up encrypted transmissions around the entrance to the Groom Lake facility,” Hex said as I entered the control center and 2814 grabbed my gun belt, retreating to my room to hang it up.

“Can you break it?”

Hex’s avatar coalesced into being in front of me, a dubious expression on his face.

“Right. Of course, you can,” I said. “When did these transmissions start?”

“About ten minutes ago,” Hex replied. “They appear to be a combination of satellite signals and ground-based short-range radio transmissions.”

That smelled like feds to me. “The Configuration finally making a move?”

“It would appear so,” Hex agreed. “Playback commencing.”

There was a static squawk, and a rough voice broke over the speakers in the control center. “Okay, gentlemen, operation block party is a go; time to report in, team leaders.”

“Ground team leader reporting,” a second voice said. “My team has mixed with the civilians and are in position.”

“Subterranean team leader reporting,” a new voice said, and I recognized the deep, throaty rumblings of a Daostel speaking English. “We are approaching the underground barrier and are still several kilometers away from the breach point. Tell your ground forces and infiltrators to hold their current positions.”

“Understood, Sub-team leader. All units stand down and hold position,” the first voice said.

“Shit, they’re going to hit the Ramtuken before they can finish!” I said.

“It would appear so,” Hex agreed. “I am detecting a heavily armed group of humans approaching from the northeast in armored personnel carriers. They must have used the maglev tunnels to mask their approach.”

Damnit. They were only doing this because they thought no one was looking, and even if they were they’d discount it as a military exercise or something else equally classified. They were too used to operating in the shadow of their self-generated smoke and mirrors. I had a surprise for them. Like the bad boys of magic, Penn and Teller, it was high time someone pulled the curtain back and showed the world how the illusion was done.

“Hex, start a live stream of this on all our channels, and make some new ones for when the Configuration shuts the first ones down.”

“Working,” Hex replied. “I am simulcasting the video of the armored personnel carriers enroute to Groom Lake, though they have appeared to slow to a stop in the last few minutes.”

“Right, because they’re waiting for the Daostel to hit the base from underground, but the Ramtuken have that area blocked off. That won’t slow them for long. We have to warn Nruz, and I have to gear up and get down there. Spin up the battle-bots; we’re going to need them, too.”

“The battle-bots are enroute to Specter’s hangar,” Hex reported as 2814 brought the weapons he’d just put away to me and I strapped them on. “I have recalled Specter to Stronghold to serve as transport back to the surface and sent a message to Nruz via his implants of the impending attack. Is there anything else you need me to do?”

“Yeah, find the feds in the crowd at the alien fest down there and start broadcasting their actions.”

“How do I know which are the federal agents in a crowd that size?” Hex asked.

“They’ll be the ones dressed like frat boys and wearing sunglasses at night.”

Suited up in my newly repaired armored trench coat, I headed for the exit to get to the hangar and wait for Stan to get Specter up here.

“Contact!” Hex reported.

I froze at the door, my blood running cold, and it wasn’t because of the heat sink in my arm. “Did we just run out of time?”

“No, it is not the Dominion fleet,” Hex said, a note of apology in his voice. “A Laosoran vessel has just decloaked and is approaching from Earth’s lunar satellite.”

“Laosorans? Here? What the hell do they want?”

“Perhaps they are here to purchase some of the narcotics the Daostel and other Ramtuken groups produce from human excretions?” Hex offered.

I shook my head. “No, they don’t distribute from here,” I said. “Never sell product straight out of the lab.”

“Then I’m afraid I don’t know. Hold a moment—I am receiving a transmission on a broad band hailing frequency from the Laosoran ship.”

“Put it on visual,” I ordered.

I expected the visage of a Laosoran to appear before me on the holo. Instead, a familiar and very pretty human female with cascading auburn hair filled my vision.

“Chandra!” I said, with more enthusiasm and pleasure in my voice than I really should have. I need to watch that. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, there you are, sugah,” she said, a coy smile tugging at her lips. “Are you playing hide and seek, or did you get that big ol’ cloak to finally work?”

I felt a little warmer at the use of the term “sugar”, but then I remembered that Southern women called everyone by sweet little pet names like that, and I felt disappointed.

“The second, well, and the first. Look, things are a little weird right now, so if you’re here to help we could sure use it.”

She shifted from playful and flirtatious into all business. “Where do I meet you?”

“Go cloaked and meet me at the coordinates I’m about to have Hex send you,” I instructed. “The governments here are not friendly, and they’re about to launch an attack that will toss a major wrench in the works.”

She looked down at an out of shot display and nodded once. “Got it. Wait, Area 51? Are you serious?”

“Yeah, long story, but I’ll try to give you the movie recap version.”

“Specter is docking, and Karl would like to know if you are, and I quote, ‘getting your ass down here sometime today, you useless maggot,’” Hex interjected.

“Tell Karl he just got a demerit for sassing his commander, and I’m on my way. Oh, and let Nruz know he’s about to have the crime lizards and their hench-weasels as guests.”

“Kai, please be careful,” Hex said as the doors opened again and I dashed into the corridor beyond.

“I’ll do my best, buddy, but we both know situational issues can get in the way of that.”

“They usually do,” Hex said as the doors closed. “I’d go so far as to say you have a knack for it.”

I gave him a confident smile over my shoulder as I left. I could swear that his avatar looked a little sad, but I didn’t have time to process it as I tore down the hall to the lift.


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN



The battle-bots were already strapped into their berths in Specter’s cargo hold by the time I got to the cockpit and slammed onto my command couch.

“It’s about time you got here, Pencil Neck,” Stan said. “The three stooges of doom back there were driving me nuts with their chatter.”

“Sorry, had a last-minute arrival to talk to. Chandra and her current Laosoran boss just showed up and are going to meet us at the base.”

“Oh, goody,” Stan said with zero enthusiasm. “Remember the Southern Belle tolls for thee and not me, and you can have her.”

“Stan, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you don’t like our friend Chandra very much.”

“Lemme guess, she’s an acquired taste?” Stan said, decoupling Specter from Stronghold and firing up her maneuvering thrusters, clearing the larger ship before kicking on the gravity drive.

“I’ll let you know,” I said, flushing a bit. I really didn’t have time to think about this right now.

“Oh, lookit, I hit a nerve!” Stan said.

“You can be a real ass sometimes, you know that?”

“Somebody’s gotta keep you honest, and baby bro isn’t around right now.”

That gave me pause. I’d asked Hex to have Defender recalled, but never heard back from him one way or the other. Why was Griff running silent? And where the hell was he? He’d had plenty of time to get back here. I contacted Hex via my implants.

“Hex, what is Defender’s status?”

“Unknown,” Hex replied. “I only know that he was on the opposite side of the system from my patrol area. My long-range scanners are not picking up his presence at all. Do you think he left the system?”

I scoffed. “Without telling us? Not likely. Keep scanning. He has to be here somewhere.”

“Understood,” Hex said as I sent the mental command for my harness to secure me to the command couch just as we reentered the atmosphere and the ride got bumpy. The cloak didn’t hide our heat signature when we did this, so it was the only truly vulnerable time during flight ops.

“We need to do something to even the odds a bit on our way in,” I said as an idea occurred to me.

"Yeah?” Stan said. “What didja have in mind?”

“There’s a group of armored personnel carriers on the way to the base, and I figure that we’re in a unique position to do something about that.”

“A heavy metal party in the desert?” Stan said. “That sounds like fun!”

Hex fed us the coordinates of the column of what my sub-knowledge told me were M2 Bradley Fighting Vehicles carrying mechanized infantry. I wondered why they hadn’t been issued the newer Stryker vehicles. Maybe their budget wasn’t as big as I thought. I didn’t want to tip the whole Configuration attacking force to the fact that we’d cracked their encrypted transmissions, so I broadcast at them on an open civilian channel as we approached.

“Attention attacking armored force, this is Kai Fletcher of the Gardranian Armada. I hereby order you to return to your point of origin or be fired upon.”

“Oh, yeah, that ought to do it,” Stan said.

“Your sarcasm hurts, Stan,” I said. “Target their tracks, please, and be ready with a series of small disruptor pulses.”

“Missiles are expensive, got it,” Stan said.

“No, that’s not it. I just want them unable to proceed any closer. For all I know these guys have been fed some bullshit story about us being terrorists and they’re just doing their jobs.”

“While workin’ openly with the Dracos?”

“Fair point, but I still don’t want a lot of deaths on my conscience if I can avoid it.”

“Goody Two-Shoes,” Stan muttered.

There was no response from the column of Bradleys as they sat in the desert waiting for orders to move on their objective. They were going to be waiting for a lot longer than they planned.

As Stan brought Specter over them in a low pass, bursts of disruptor fire lanced into the tracks and the wheels that drove them. Whole sections of the mechanisms simply vanished, and the machines settled into the sand as the rest of the tracks sprang off what was left. They wouldn’t be going anywhere without extensive repairs. If these guys wanted to join the party, they’d have a long walk ahead of them to get there. Even if they showed up, we wouldn’t have the 20mm chain guns the Bradleys carried to deal with, not to mention the .50 caliber machine guns.

“I need to make another pass,” Stan said.

“What, did you miss one?”

“Smart-ass. No, but unless you want these guys taking the good tracks off each machine to make a few functional ones, I need to make another pass.”

I didn’t see that happening, but military guys were nothing if not resourceful. “Okay, but then we need to get to the base.”

“Relax, Pencil Neck, we’ll get there,” Stan assured me as he banked Specter and brought her around for another run at the Bradleys. Soldiers were already boiling out of the lowered ramps at the rear of each machine, aiming their rifles in multiple directions, uncertain as to where the attack came from.

“Watch out for the soldiers,” I cautioned.

“I see ’em, I see ’em,” Stan said, sounding irritated. “You’re such a yenta!”

“I am not a yenta!” I said. I wasn’t sure what a yenta even was, but it sounded Yiddish, so it had to be an insult. “And you’re not Jewish, so stick to English.”

“I ain’t Mexican either, but you’re still a pendejo,” Stan shot back.

“Hey, I know that one, watch it!”

He made another low overflight of the lines of armored vehicles, the small disruptor cannons making short work of the remaining functional tracks on the Bradleys. Now they weren’t going anywhere without being loaded onto the backs of trucks and hauled to a shop somewhere.

“Nice work, Stan,” I said. “Once again, I’m glad you’re on our side.”

“I dunno; do the Daostel offer dental?”

I didn’t bother with a reply as I watched the soldiers take up defensive positions around their ruined machines, pointing their weapons into the sky, having finally figured out where the attack was coming from. A few troops were uncrating a weapon system that sub-knowledge told me was a Stinger anti-aircraft missile. Yeah, good luck with that. We were cloaked.

“Are you done?” I asked Stan.

“Yeah, we’re good. They can follow on foot or not, but their armor is done.”

“Then let’s get to the base,” I said.

“Almost there,” Stan replied, then in a low tone in what would be considered under his breath if he breathed, he muttered, “yenta.”

[image: ]


Stan brought Specter down in the same spot we’d used before, opening the ramp and the cargo bay before we were even on the ground. I was waiting by the exit and dashed out onto the tarmac outside of the hangar. I didn’t see Chandra’s ship, but I hadn’t expected to. It was either already under cover or sitting somewhere nearby under its cloak.

Banzai, Blue, and Karl blasted out of the cargo bay on their jump jets and made a classic three-strong superhero landing right by the hangar, striking dramatic poses.

“BATTLE-BOT SQUAD REPORTING FOR DUTY!” Banzai shouted with his speakers cranked to full.

“Point us at the enemy and turn us loose!” Blue said.

“Is that a Keurig?” Karl said, pointing to a table in the hangar with various refreshments laid out on it for the human staff.

“SHUT THE HELL UP, KARL!” the other two bots shouted.

“Knock it off, guys, this is serious,” I said, shaking my head and leading them to the entrance behind the drink machine. “Get down to the sealed-off maglev station and set up to repel invaders. They’ll be breaking through any time now.”

The battle-bots saluted as a unit and stormed off to find their assigned sector. They made for a fantastic force multiplier, but since I had no idea what the Daostel were bringing with them I hoped they’d be enough.

“Look at you, bein’ all commandin’ and such,” Chandra said from somewhere out of sight.

She was behind me, a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and an assault blaster rifle in the other. Beautiful and deadly. The best of both worlds. I almost said something along those lines but caught myself in time. This was a crisis, and not the moment to push my luck flirting.

“How did you guys even find out I was here? And more importantly, how did you convince your boss to come and offer help?”

“You know who I really work for, so that should answer the first question,” she said, slinging the rifle over her shoulder. “As for Zav, well let’s just say I mighta put the idea in his head that he can snag himself a piece of the action of the interstellar narco-product trade if he helps out.”

“He’s going to be disappointed when he finds out this group of Ramtuken don’t deal in that stuff,” I said. “I’ll be glad when you have enough on him to put him out of business permanently and you can get out from under his thumb.”

“Why, Mr. Fletcha, are you worried about lil ol’ me?”

“Maybe. Would it score me points if I was?”

“Maybe. Even more if you were more concerned about takin’ a crime syndicate out of action.”

“I don’t like the Laosorans operating any more than you do, Chandra,” I said. “But it’s like taking on the Mafia. They’re too big and they have lots more sentients willing to do bad stuff for a piece of the action. Speaking of willing henchmen, where are his people?”

“He sent his crew to reinforce the Ramtuken setting up a defensive perimeter at the maglev platform. What are we doing about the ground forces?”

“They’ve been unavoidably detained,” I said. “Tracks and disruptor cannons don’t play nice together as it turns out.”

“What you’re sayin’, sugar, is that you bought us a little breathin’ room,” she said.

There I went again, getting all warm inside when she called me “sugar”.

I shook it off. “Yeah, they might show up late to the party. We do have a number of fed boys that have infiltrated the crowd outside the main gate. They might need some tending to, but I have an idea for that.”

“Oh, do tell,” she urged.

“I think the public needs to know what’s happening here on the ground.”

Chandra and I went into the sublevels of the complex, where I found Nruz directing a group of Ramtuken in sealing up the work areas containing their various projects.

“Let’s go, dudes, there are freakin’ Untlavians running loose around here. If it isn’t bolted down, they’ll take it with them when they leave.”

“And if they can rip it up, it ain’t bolted down,” Chandra said as we came up behind him.

Nruz turned, his face breaking into a smile. “Oh, it’s the cop babe! How’s it goin’?”

She narrowed her eyes at him and shushed him. “As far as everyone here is concerned, I’m just as much a henchman as the Untlavians.”

“Riiiiight,” Nruz said, giving her a wink and a high sign hand gesture. “You’re a crook. Got it.”

Chandra rolled her eyes and muttered something about Opsec and getting killed, but it was mostly indistinct cursing.

“Nruz, you got anything like a webcam? Maybe even one that floats and moves like your spoofers?” I asked. “We need to start a live stream on multiple websites and streaming services. Let the world know what’s going on here.”

“Oh, for sure, man. I started working on some designs after you did that pirate broadcast from orbit,” Nruz said.

Chandra raised an eyebrow. “So, you steal broadcast signals, too? Is there no end to your bad habits?”

“It was strictly for the mission,” I assured her.

“We’ll make a space cop out of you yet,” she said, a coy smile playing on her lips.

“I’d rather die,” I said dramatically.

“You might get your chance at that,” she observed.

“Now here you go, ruining the mood,” I said.

“Yeah, lady cop… erm… crook,” Nruz said. “Way to harsh the buzz.”

“One more thing, Nruz,” I said.

“What?” Nruz asked.

“You’re going to host it,” I said. “Earth needs to meet its hidden neighbors, and you’re the perfect ambassador. Think about it: Nruz, Alien Influencer!”

Nruz stood there for a moment, and I couldn’t tell what he felt.

After a pause, he looked down at his shirt. “Dude, I have to change shirts!”
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After swapping out his current Van Halen concert tee for a different Van Halen concert tee, and retrieving his camera, Nruz was ready to make his streaming debut. Turned out he already had channels set up on all the platforms, because this was an idea he’d been toying with on his own. We decided to start on my channel that had been kind of dormant since I’d made the worldwide broadcast. When the Configuration used their connections to shut it down, and they would, we’d switch to his channels.

We opened the stream with us standing side by side in the maglev station where we expected Daostel to break through, and I introduced the world to its first livestreaming alien.

“This is Kai Fletcher, and I’m here in Groom Lake, Nevada, better known as Area 51, where we’re about to be attacked by a mix of government goons and their masters. They’re not aliens as it turns out, but a home-grown race of lizard people called the Daostel. Some of you may know them as Dracos. Let me introduce you to my friend, Nruz. He’s one of the alien race known as the Ramtuken, what we’ve always called the Grays; and just like us, there’s good ones and not so good ones. I assure you, Nruz is one of the good ones.”

Nruz stepped up and placed one hand on his chest over his heart, and the other in the air, the classic Bill & Ted pose. “Dudes and dudettes, greetings and salutations from the Ramtuken Enclave! I’d say take me to your leader, but honestly, politicians don’t really lead anything, am I right?”

Chandra stood to the side, her face clearly indicating that she didn’t understand why we were taking time out of preparations for an impending invasion to do this.

Nruz was a natural. He took over after my intro and led a quick tour of the maglev station, careful not to show where the Laosorans, battle-bots, and assorted Untlavians were setting up cover and concealment in the form of, well, pretty much anything they could find. Crates, tables, armor plating that the Enclave had liberated from somewhere. There might have been an actual kitchen sink in the barricade. Maybe not, but it wouldn’t have surprised me.

This led to a tour of the facility where they did their tech work, with Nruz promising that the Enclave would be sharing more technology soon, and he hoped one day to hang out and have a latte with Mr. Scents. He was personable, witty, and his genuine, everyday, lovable self. The viewer numbers were through the roof, and the chat overflowed with speculation that this was a promo for a new movie that was coming out soon, or just some dumb UFO nut job publicity stunt.

It didn’t help that within the first ten minutes the Configuration used its contacts in the entertainment industry to start planting back-dated articles about a first contact movie in which the action takes place at Area 51. That fueled the fire of the viewers that insisted this was all a giant film trailer, and even shed doubt on the broadcasts I’d made earlier.

That wasn’t good. If everyone thought that this was a publicity stunt for a movie, they wouldn’t take any of the threats seriously.

It was time for me to take over.

I accessed the camera with my implants and moved it in front of me for a close-up. “Thanks for the tour and the update on the pending invasion by the Dracos,” I said to Nruz, “I think we need to show what’s happening topside, too. We’re going to join Alien Stock II in progress, which by the way has been infiltrated by fed boys trying to get in here and cause problems.”

Chandra stuck with me as I left the hangar and approached the main gate, staying off camera and still wearing a look of disbelief on her face. It was like she still couldn’t see the value of this.

“Some of you might be wondering why I’m even doing this,” I said, addressing her, as if some viewer asked it in the chat. “The government has held back alien tech and other advances from you that they’ve been releasing in dribs and drabs over the years. Just enough so that we think we’re advancing at a decent pace, but never enough to propel us to our potential.”

I ducked under the barrier and moved past the guards to see the throng of Alien Stock II still partying, with the Configuration plants still sticking out as badly as they did before. “The truth is that the reason these guys have been successful is because they can operate behind the scenes, steering the narrative and making you believe whatever they want. Like right now you guys are seeing them putting out stuff about this being a movie, and all kinds of weird crap about me.”

I waved to the crowd, throwing up the split-fingered Star Trek hand salute, which caused a massive roar to roll over me. I let the camera pan around the mass of people, careful to focus on the guys in the khaki shorts, crew cuts, and aviator shades. They also had obvious bumps under their blue T-shirts where their firearms weren’t quite as concealed as they wanted them to be.

“These are fed boys in their natural habitat, waiting to pounce on innocent civilians. Try to remember that the feds are supposed to be working for us, not against us, not ruling over us. I think somewhere along the line we forgot that.”

A couple of the feds got word that they were on camera and moved towards me, their hands straying close to their hidden weapons. The crowd moved to intercept them, flowing around them and blocking them off.

“See? They can’t get away with it when the light of day shows it. So, I’m putting out the call to everyone that has used our tech designs that we put out on the Web. We need help defending Area 51, because if the bad guys win here today we lose as a species. There is a bigger threat coming, and they aren’t doing anything about it.”

Was I crazy? Maybe. Was this doing any good at all? I thought it was, but only time would tell. My stream was finally shut down by the hosting service provider, which ticked me off. Nruz’s channel took over the broadcast, and since the Ramtuken had their own servers and their own domain name staked out there was no way that this one would get shut off. In retrospect I realized that we should have started with those.

“Hey, for those of you just joining us, this is the continuation of a live stream that I started on my own channel but that got shut down. So here I am on the uninterruptable stream provided by my friends at the Ramtuken Enclave at Area 51. Get the word out that we’re still going on a different channel!”

I posted the viewer numbers in the lower corner of my visual display right next to the view that the camera was getting. It was slowly climbing.

“I showed you the fed boys that infiltrated Alien Stock II, and the area where the Dracos are going to try to break through in a while, but that’s not all we’re dealing with here.”

I sent the camera into the air and out over the desert, headed to the spot where we’d left the ruined armored unit and the infantry they were carrying. “We had to stop a group of mechanized infantry that the government sent to help stop us from defending our home. These guys are not U.S. Military. They’re private operators with their own surplus Bradley Fighting Vehicles.”

The camera was remarkably fast for a little floating sphere about the size of a basketball. It zoomed over the collection of disabled armor, but the soldiers were nowhere to be seen.

Shit.

That was not good.

Where the hell did they go?

That was when I heard the rotors of several large military helicopters approaching. I recalled the camera, making sure to fly it past the approaching Blackhawk choppers as they soared over the desert sands on their way to disgorge the troops that I knew they’d picked up. I hadn’t counted on an air lift. They might not have their armor, but these guys did have enough weapons and training to do some serious damage.

It was time to get back inside.

I ordered the camera to follow me as I walked back towards the barrier. “Well, folks, things are about to get busy here as you can see, so I’ll have to stop talking for a while. I’ll park the camera where it can show you what’s happening, at least from topside.”

I sent the camera up as high as I could get it and allow it to still give a decent picture of what was going on at ground level. The fed boys unholstered their weapons and were threatening the crowd at Alien Stock. I hoped a stray round didn’t take it out.

I sped past the gates and back onto the base. A single ambitious fed decided he’d try to be a hero and chased after me, but was stopped cold at the gate by the human security forces that the Ramtuken employed.

Chandra kept pace with me as I tore across the tarmac back to the hangar. “I thought you slowed those guys down?”

“They sped back up!” I replied. “How was I supposed to know they had backup choppers?”

“What’s the plan?”

“Nruz said the storage tank was almost ready, so we’re going to have to get it into orbit to attach it to Stronghold. All the adjustments to her main disruptor cannon to convert it into the transmatter device are done, thanks to his Enclave friends taking over my ship for what felt like a week. We need a little more time.”

She skidded to a stop at the drink machine/hidden entrance to the sublevels of the base and slapped the button combo to activate the lift door. It wasn’t lost on me that the combination involved every drink the machine carried. When you do that on a fountain drink the resulting concoction is called a suicide.

“We can hold ’em here while you get up there to do your thing,” she said, gripping my shoulders. “I gotta do one thing before you go, and before I change my mind.”

She planted a firm kiss right on my mouth. My eyes were open wide at first in sheer shock but then I relaxed into it, closed them, and returned it with equal enthusiasm.

We broke away from each other with a gasp.

“Wow. How long you been thinking about doing that?” I asked.

“About the same amount of time that you have, sugah, goin’ by your response. If I was a gamblin’ woman, that’d be a safe bet. I even think Daddy would approve.”

This was a more than pleasant surprise, and to be honest she wasn’t wrong. I had thought about it. I just hadn’t summoned the courage to make the move yet. But the timing was horrible. “This needs to be continued later, like after we save the world, okay?”

“Oh, don’t you worry, Mistah Fletcha,” she said, pouring even more Southern charm into her voice as her fingers teased along my jawline. “We’ll pick this up right where we left off as long as you stay alive. So, stay alive.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, touching the brim of an imaginary hat in salute before turning to run across the tarmac to where Specter II sat under the protection of her cloak.

The camera feed showed the choppers approaching the base, attempting to land inside the perimeter. That turned out to be a bad idea, as small air defense missile launchers not of human design popped up from under the asphalt and fired.

The Blackhawks broke formation, scattering to the four winds as the missiles streaked across the base towards them. Several of the choppers popped pyrophoric flares that put out tremendous heat to distract the missiles and lure them off target. This worked for several of them, but one chopper wasn’t as fortunate. The missile ignored the flares and tore into the rear rotor of the aircraft, obliterating the tail boom completely. The top rotors kept spinning, but without the stabilizing force of the tail rotor the airship spun out of control to slam into the ground and erupt into a massive fireball.

Not being stupid, the other chopper pilots opted for a forced landing on the ground outside the fence before another round of missiles could launch. The soldiers stormed out of the transport choppers, causing the Alien Stock II attendees to finally break apart and scatter to their vehicles.

The soldiers formed up and started a bounding overwatch towards the main gate, but were forced to take cover as the Ramtuken’s human security forces screeched to the scene in hummers and opened up on them with mounted heavy machine guns.

I hated the fact that civilians were caught in the crossfire, but reminded myself that the Configuration chose to engage in this conflict. They had the chance to work with us and this was what they preferred. The blood spilled was on their hands, and I promised myself to make sure that they paid for every drop.

“Fire up the engines, Stan; we got a storage tank to get into orbit!” I called as I ran up the ramp and into the cockpit.

I didn’t know how much more air support the Configuration commanded. So far, they’d limited things to what appeared to be their own people with surplus gear. Remembering the way the generals had kowtowed to Agent Jones, I was willing to bet that they could call in regular military units if they wanted to. The only thing that was saving our asses right now was probably that they’d have a hard time explaining to an Air Force general why they needed the Air Force to “attack the Air Force”.

Stan got us skyward as I sent a message to Nruz on our implants. “Open the hangar doors, bud, we’re coming for the tank.”

“You got it!” he replied.

While I waited, I sent the camera lower to get a better shot of the soldiers attacking us. They wore no unit crests, no flags, no identifying markers of any kind. Their faces were hidden behind desert goggles and balaclavas with skulls and demon faces printed on them. It was creepy as hell.

“Well, here we go, folks,” I added as a voice-over to the video that was still going out. “We are officially under attack topside. I’m about to put part one of our plan to save Earth from an alien fleet into motion, but if anyone out there can help here at Area 51 we sure could use it.”

My thoughts flickered to Chandra for a second. I didn’t know where that was going, but I really wanted to find out. I breathed a silent prayer to the Universe to keep her safe. Of course, the Universe has a long and glorious history of not caring what I ask for, so there was that.

The rooftop of a hangar on the other side of the base split open and slid apart, revealing the enormous storage tank Nruz and his team had built. It looked just like the tanks on a Sanitizer, just giant-sized and without the control knobs and display panels.

Stan brought Specter II over the open hangar and deployed bots at the end of cables that dropped out of his underside and landed on the surface of the tank. The bots attached the cables to receptacles on the tank, and then climbed back up the cables and into the ship.

Specter slowly gained altitude until the cables were taut, then Stan applied the juice to the thrusters and we were soaring into the upper atmosphere as fast as we could without snapping the lines and losing the tank. This would have been so much easier if Stronghold could fly in atmosphere.

We burst into the upper reaches of Earth’s atmosphere, making our approach to Stronghold, careful not to jostle the tank too much. As we reached the zero g of orbit, Stan adjusted the molecular structure of the cables, so that instead of flexible lines they became stiff columns to keep the tank from slamming into us on its own inertia as we slowed our approach to the larger ship.

Specter flipped over, presenting the tank to the underside of Stronghold as Stan eased off the maneuvering thrusters and coasted into position for the small army of maintenance-bots that Hex deployed to receive and attach it. There was barely a tap as the two surfaces met and the bots leapt to do their work, spreading across connections and securing them with a speed that would have made any military trainer proud.

Stan disconnected the cables and retracted them into Specter’s hull as he slewed around to his berth Stronghold’s ventral side. He slid into it and connected his docking ring to the larger ship with practiced ease and opened the door for me.

“Okay, Pencil Neck, you’re up. Try not to suck.”

“Thanks, Stan. If I do this half as well as I’m capable of, it’ll still be twice as good as you could.”

“Smart-ass,” he grumbled.

“I learned from the best!” I quipped as I bolted out of the airlock and to the lift so I could get to the control center.

Once secured on my command couch, I checked in with everyone even as I put Stronghold into motion to get into position over the Dulce base. Once I was over New Mexico, the ship shuddered as Stan disconnected and cloaked himself. This was going to be the big issue. I wasn’t going to be able to run the ship and the Transmatter Beam at the same time. I’d be a big, fat target that wouldn’t be able to move once we started the process. I hoped that Stan was up to the challenge of defending us from whatever showed up in orbit to stop us, be it Dominion or more home-grown opposition.

“Chandra, how’re things down there?” I sent to her.

“They’re just about to breach the barriers at the maglev platform, but them soldiers topside have been stymied by the security team, with a little help from outside the fence.”

“Outside the fence?” I asked.

“I’m a little busy here, darlin’” she said. “You can check the camera feeds for more details. Oh, but before you go, can you send a message to those dadgum wise-crackin’ battle-bots of yours and let them know that I’m in charge down here?”

I chuckled. “You got it,” I said, opening a channel to Banzai.

“Hey, Boss,” the bot said. “Got a sitrep for you. Some chick came down here and tried to take over, but we set her straight.”

“Yeah, that’s why I called you,” I said. “She’s in charge, my second in command on the ground, so what she says goes, understood?”

“But, Boss!” Banzai said.

“I ain’t takin orders from no frail,” Karl said, busting into the conversation.

“You’ll take orders from Chandra, and you’ll like it, troop. You got me?”

“But, Boss!” Karl whined.

“Do I have to come down there and break a boot off in your metallic ass, or are you going to be a good soldier and do your job?”

I really wish this kind of drama wasn’t necessary, but the bots only responded to this type of overblown language. Sometimes it was fun, but right now I needed them to get in line.

“Sir, NO SIR!” Karl shouted over the connection and was immediately echoed by the other two. For once I didn’t have to tell Karl to shut the hell up.

“Dismissed!” I said, and cut the connection.

“That ought to do it,” I sent to Chandra.

“Masterfully done, Kai,” she said in a purr that made me tingle in all the wrong places for a man about to go into battle.

“Um, yeah, I gotta go. Holler if you need me.”

“See you soon, sugah,” she said, and clicked off.

“Oh, I sure hope so,” I said to the air once she’d gone.

I accessed the camera I’d left topside at Area 51. There were several pickup trucks zipping around the perimeter of the fence line, each one loaded down in the back with what looked like small-scale versions of the reactors that I’d dumped plans for all over the Net and Dark Web. Attached to those were weapons that looked for all the world like old army air-cooled machine guns, but instead of belts and bullets they had power cables attached to the reactors. Emitters on the ends of the truck-mounted guns sent rapid-fire blasts of energy into the attacking soldiers’ cover.

The soldiers had no choice but to keep their heads down and try to avoid getting vaporized by the energy bursts. It dawned on me that some of these trucks had been parked with the other vehicles at Alien Stock II the whole time. I wasn’t sure if they’d planned on attacking the place originally, or if defense was their goal all along, but I was damn glad that they were there.

Groom Lake would have to take care of itself for a while. I had a mission.

“Okay, Hex, I’m in position. What now?”

“Hello, Kai,” a female voice said. “Hex is a little busy right now with preparations for the theft of the platform, so he asked me to give you some instructions.”

I paused. This had to be the new AI Hex had created to run the defense platform once we had it in place. “Hi. Um, what do I call you?”

“You may call me Aethelflaed, the name given to me by Hexpallus when he created me.”

“That’s quite the mouthful,” I observed.

“Aethelflaed was a widowed military leader and tactician who defended the people of Mercia against invading tribes in the early 900s. You may call me Aethel for short if you prefer.”

“Okay, works for me,” I said. “You’re going to run the defense platform once we get it in place, right?”

“That’s the plan,” she replied. “Hex and I have to get to work now, so please take Stronghold to the target and aim the emitter at the designated point that Hex is sending to your tactical display now.”

Wow. She was all business. Her tone brooked no argument or discussion, so like a good boy I did what I was told. I took a moment to psyche myself up to enter Earth’s atmosphere. That was harder than it sounded. As gloriously nimble as she was in open space, Stronghold had all the aerodynamics of a rock. Taking her into our target zone, the lower edges of the mesosphere, roughly 30 miles up, required constant tweaking of the repulsors and navigational thrusters. I didn’t get all the science and math behind it. I just knew that it took a hell of a lot more concentration to keep her in the air than it did to move through vacuum.

The good news was that our position was several miles higher than the operational ceiling of any supersonic attack drones that we knew the military could deploy. We wouldn’t be vulnerable to attack from things like fighter aircraft, and we’d be too low to smack into any satellites. Those would only be a risk on the way down. Hex had taken the time to map all the orbital junk for me earlier, so I had a window in which to operate. I wasn’t worried about a hull rupture, because our shields would handle even a large piece of space junk. I just didn’t want to have to owe someone a new satellite. We’d still be vulnerable to ground-based air defense missiles, but that was why we had Stan and Specter II flying shotgun so to speak.

“Stan, you ready to watch my ass?” I asked.

“I don’t like you that way, Pencil Neck. How about I just keep the bad guys away and you watch your own ass?” he replied.

“Fair enough,” I said with a laugh. I was glad Stan could crack a joke at a time like this, because I felt a little stressed.

I took her down slowly, concentrating on a steady descent. Stan did this all the time, so how hard could it be?

The upper atmosphere buffeted and rocked the ship as I went in, but the shields did a great deal of work smoothing that out and shunting heat away from the hull. It shifted me off course a few miles before I got it under control.

“Hey, you okay, Pencil Neck?” Stan asked. He was on my visual display, just above Stronghold, making this look effortless.

Jerk.

“Yeah, I got it. Just had a little rough entry there.”

“There are way too many obvious jokes there to choose from,” Stan said. “So, I’ma just let you get back to flying.”

“Thanks for that,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Kai, the power requirements for the transmatter device are going to require us to shut off the cloak once you’re in position,” Hex reminded me.

“Right,” I said. “Really looking forward to that.”

I leveled Stronghold out, because as bulky as she was it was still easier to cut through the air with a slimmer profile than straight up and down. Once we got over Dulce, I could see the target Hex had put on the ground pulsing at me on my tactical display. He’d placed a box around the techno-poker-chip’s signal that represented the dimensions of the platform. My job was to walk the transmatter beam from one end of the box to the other once they got it started. Along the box were designated waypoints, for lack of a better term. They represented the spots at which I would have to pause the beam while it did its job. Probably while under attack from air defense missile systems and whatever else the Configuration had at its disposal that we didn’t know about.

Easy peasy.

Lining up my reticle, also a new experience for me because I was used to just indicating ships for Hex to target and fire on, I cut off the cloak.

“Okay, Hex, ready when you are,” I said.

“One moment,” Hex replied.

“Okay, buddy, it’s your show. But we probably just blew the minds of every air defense radar operator in this half of the country.”

“I’m keepin’ an eye on military comms from here,” Stan chimed in. “If they scramble anything up to and including tactical nukes, I’ll be ready to intercept.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” I said. “Wait, tactical nukes? Nobody said anything about freakin’ nukes in the planning sessions!”

“Reax, Pencil Neck, it’s just a possibility,” Stan said.

If he had eyes they’d have rolled.

“Starting the transmatter process in 3… 2… 1…” Hex said.

The giant amber beam of what was normally Stronghold’s main gun flared out of the emitter and struck the ground at the edge of the glowing box Hex had painted on the target area for me. I waited long enough for the beam to penetrate to the required depth to make sure we got all the structure and components of the platform. Unfortunately, this also meant we were sucking up literal tons of additional soil, rocks, and even the top floor of the facility. This was something that they were bound to notice.

“Okay, we got activity on the ground,” Stan said. “Looks like some ground-based air defense missiles are launching, but these don’t have the range to reach us. Not worried about them. It’s the THAD that we gotta look out for.”

“THAD?” I asked. I didn’t remember that detail from the planning sessions, brief though they were.

“Theater High Altitude Air Defense,” Stan supplied. “Meant to take out ballistic missile threats from the upper atmospheric areas before they get close enough to the ground to cause trouble.”

“Like vaporizing cities?” I asked.

“Somethin’ like that,” Stan said.

I couldn’t worry about that now. I had to focus. Shifting Stronghold in the air, I moved the beam along the ground until the indicator light in my display told me to hold again. This wasn’t like destroying a target. The beam must be held steady in place long enough for the system to collect all the matter it was breaking down into atoms, draw it into the energy matrix inside the tank, and store it there in flux as it were.

The light shifted to green, and I moved on slowly to the next waypoint in the box.

“Process is twenty-five-percent complete,” Hex announced.

Good, a quarter of the way there. No problem.

“We got a problem,” Stan announced. “THAD just launched. They got authorization faster than I thought!”

Perfect.
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“What do I do?” I asked. “Do I need to break off?”

“No,” Hex interjected. “Stopping at this point will make reassembly nearly impossible. Aethel is tracking and storing all the information, and a disruption to continuity would bring too many variables into play.”

“Right, got it. Stay on target,” I said.

“Shit, they must have sent everything they had in this half of the country,” Stan said. “Hang on while I go swat some flies.”

Specter’s icon on my tactical display, only visible because he sent it to me, as he was still cloaked, zipped off at a ridiculous rate of speed. I foolishly anticipated explosions to be heard as he did his job defending us from the incoming birds. I shook my head at my own silliness and moved the beam to the next waypoint when the system indicated that I should.

“Seventy-five-percent complete,” Hex announced.

Okay, this was going a lot better than I thought it would! If Stan kept the missiles away, we might actually pull this off.

“Damnit,” Stan said, concerned.

“What? What is it?” I demanded. “Did a missile get through?”

Stan scoffed at the very idea. “As if! I splashed all those birds. It’s that they used the missiles as a screen. A feint. There are multiple aircraft of an unknown type on an intercept vector, and they’ll be here in a minute.”

“I thought they didn’t have aircraft that could respond at this altitude!” I exclaimed.

“Not that we knew of,” Stan corrected. “We didn’t know about these, duh.”

Smart-ass AI.

“Can you handle it?” I asked as the incoming aircraft appeared on my tactical display. There were twelve of them moving fast, smaller red dots separated from the attackers.

“Launch detected,” Hex said, sounding like he was doing it out of habit.

Specter II’s icon flashed through the display, and though I had no indication of how he was doing it the smaller dots representing ship to ship missiles the attacking craft launched winked out of existence as the larger icons of the attackers got closer.

Impacts against our shields rang through the hull, sounding more like dull thuds as the aircraft blasted by our position, firing ballistic projectile weapons at us.

“Shields down to 95%,” Hex announced. “Kai, focus please, you’ve been in that spot too long and are absorbing additional materials.”

“Shit! Right, sorry.”

I adjusted the movement of the beam to the next-to-last waypoint. We needed to finish this and get the hell back into space for the reassembly.

One of the attacking craft winked out of existence on the display as the group swung back around to take another pass at us. A second batch of missiles blazed through the air ahead of them. Metal hornets dispatched by some techno god of war.

“Got one!” Stan announced in triumph. “Damn, these bastards are fast!”

The missiles slammed into our shields in what were probably very impressive fireballs from the outside. Their yield was pitifully small compared to the ship-killers our shields were used to dealing with and they shrugged these off with ease. The missile impacts were followed by more cannon fire or whatever ballistic guns were on these things. I couldn’t really tell because I was mostly focused on moving the beam along the surface to gather the last of the platform and surrounding area.

“Extraction is ninety-five-percent complete,” Hex announced.

“Brace yourselves!” Stan warned.

There was an impact on the shields, somewhere on the dorsal section, followed by a huge explosion. Several generator nodes winked out of existence at once. The kinetic energy transfer nearly knocked us off course, and I fought like hell to keep the beam on target. The dual concentration of keeping the beam on point and fighting Earth’s gravity was wearing me down and my head was hurting. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could do this.

“Shields at 68%,” Hex said. “Apparently one of the enemy aircraft spun out of control and impacted the shields with catastrophic results.”

“Sorry about that,” Stan said. “I clipped one with a disruptor beam and accidentally removed most of his flight control surfaces instead of just his engine.”

There were still ten of the fighters buzzing around, taking pot shots at us. The shield generator nodes would have to be replaced soon because with the remaining nodes taking up their slack, the shields were necessarily thinner. If they got much thinner, we were taking a chance on enemy fire breaking through. If another of the fighters hit us, that might knock them out completely.

“Operation at one-hundred percent,” Hex said. “Please proceed to the next designated operational location.”

He really didn’t have to say that last bit. I was already climbing Stronghold into the upper reaches of the mesosphere on our way to the thermosphere. I flipped over to the map of the space junk that I was going to have to dodge to get to a safe place to reassemble the platform while the fighters inexplicably followed us as we went. The map looked different than I remembered. This area was supposed to be clear, but it wasn’t. There were new satellites over us that shouldn’t be there.

“Hex, I think they have space-based weapons we didn’t know about either,” I warned.

“That would appear to be accurate,” Hex said. “Target those, please.”

I did as instructed and particle beams and penetrator fire blasted the satellites out of the sky to rain down as junk, most of which wouldn’t reach the surface.

“Well, that was easy,” I said.

“And wasteful,” Hex said. “Those could have been put to use to help defend against the Kholdrax.”

“Well, let’s hope that if they have more, they’ll hold them in reserve,” I offered.

Specter II, in the meantime, dodged cannon fire that the aerospace fighters were seemingly spraying at random hoping to get a lucky hit.

“Persistent little boogers, ain’tcha?” Stan said, managing to blast one more of them out of the air as they formed up to follow us. Their cannons chipped away at our shields, which were now down to half. When the hell did that happen?

Since I wasn’t doing anything but busting ass to get out of the atmosphere, I kicked out an active sensor pulse to get a better read on the fighters we were dealing with. As soon as the readout came back, I understood why they were such a pain in the ass. They were hybrids. Some Earth-based avionics systems surrounded by alien tech systems for vacuum operations, if I saw this right, and the whole joyful little Space-Force-decal-bearing bundle wrapped around a small fusion reactor. They were true aerospace fighters. We weren’t getting rid of these guys by getting back into orbit.

I selected them as targets for Hex to deal with, but the second I did they broke formation and swirled away in individual evasive patterns. That meant they had a decent sensor package on them as well. Two particle beams slashed through the air from Stronghold, but the enemy fighters managed to avoid contact. They were hard to hit!

Hex put a marker on the display for me to aim at as far as where we would reassemble the defense platform. But I didn’t want to start that while being swarmed by these damn fighters.

“Holy hell, I’m takin’ hits!” Stan said.

It was true. Somehow, probably by tracing his fire backwards, they’d managed to pinpoint him despite the cloak and were pouring cannon fire into his shields.

“Stick and move, Stan! Stick and move!” I directed.

Missile detonations erupted all over the area around Specter II, briefly outlining his shape in fiery anger.

“Shields are down to ten percent,” Stan said. “This is gonna start to hurt in a second.”

The next volley of cannon fire took Stan’s shields down the rest of the way, and he started taking damage. Hex managed to nail one more fighter before they moved as a group to the other side of his location, so we would have to fire past Specter II to get to them.

Specter II took another series of hits then shimmered into existence, the cloak failing. This was bad.

“So, this is the part where we dramatically pop in at just the nick of time to save the day, right?” a new voice said over the comms.

I knew that voice.

“Holden?” I asked for confirmation, just now noticing the new icon on the tactical display. I’d been so absorbed in watching Specter II taking a beating that I hadn’t noticed his ship on a fast approach to engage the fighters.

Three of the attackers winked out of existence, falling victim to smaller versions of the anti-ship missiles that the Royal Flush carried for situations just like this. As she soared past she cut loose with her masers, taking out another two of the Space Force interceptors before flipping around for a braking burn on her reaction drive. Flipped around like that, two of the Space Force attackers thought the Flush was vulnerable. They found out the hard way that this was incorrect as her aft masers tore them to shreds. And just like that the odds were nearly even—unless Specter II lost her ability to shoot back, that is.

Specter II launched missiles as she spun on maneuvering thrusters, trying to align her front facing disruptor cannon with one of the bad guys. The missiles nailed their targets, who had nowhere to run trapped between the Royal Flush on one side and Stronghold on the other. That left two and they tried to make a run for it, angling back down to the upper atmosphere.

They didn’t get far.

“I think I’ve never been happier to see you guys!” I said. “But saving my ass from nasty bad guys is starting to become a habit.”

“And one that doesn’t pay well,” Holden said. “So, in the interest of the concept of time being money, what’s the plan here?”

I smiled and shook my head. Holden might be a merc with a heart of tarnished silver, but he was, in the end, a merc.

“I’ll make sure you get a nice bonus for this side trip,” I said. “For now, keep any more bad guys that might show up off our back while Stan gets to fixing himself and we finish what we’re up to.”

“And what might that be?” Holden asked.

“Repurposing stolen property.” I replied, placing Stronghold in the center of the position that Hex had mapped out for me. A spot way above everything else in a true northern polar orbital spot that gave us a perfect field of fire on every possible approach to the planet.

“Okay, Hex, let her rip!” I said.

The amber beam I expected on the display didn’t come. In its place was a warm blue trickle of particles that spread out in front of us as the emitter was reversed and Aethel sent the matter back out in the precise order in which it had been retrieved. She’d been silent all this time because all her processing power was devoted to tracking and inventorying every molecule. The sheer thought of that much information made my head hurt worse.

This might take a while.

I took the opportunity to check on Chandra.

“Kai, are y’all done up there yet?” she asked after I hailed her. “We could use a little help down here.”

“What’s the status?” I asked, sudden concern for her getting my undivided attention.

“Whoever was helpin’ out topside seems to have things in hand there, but the Daostel have broken through with a buncha big, ugly, green, Ramtuken-lookin’ bastards in powered armor that’s shrugging off our blaster shots. The disruptors are the only thing that seems to hurt ’em.”

“Yeah, we knew about the Greens,” I said. “The powered armor is new, though.”

“Well, we’re kinda pinned down here, and one of your bots took a hard hit and is offline.”

Shit. This was bad.

“Stan?” I asked.

“Don’t look at me, Pencil Neck,” the governing AI said. “I took a shot to the reactor and had to shunt it before it went critical. I’m out till I can replace it or the batteries run down, whichever comes first.”

“Holden?” I said over comms.

“Already ahead of you, kid,” Holden said. “We’re about two minutes from connecting to your docking ring.”

I put Stronghold’s thrusters on station-keeping, knowing that all she had to do now was not move, and ordered my harness to release so I could grab my gear. 2814 was usually standing there with it, but the little droid was nowhere to be seen. I shrugged it off and dashed into my room to slap on my guns and newly-repaired armored trench coat.

Dressed for action, I tore across the ship for the docking berth Specter II usually occupied. By the time I got there, Holden had the Royal Flush connected and the airlock open, waiting for me. I blasted past him and nodded a silent greeting to the rest of his crew in their positions on the bridge.

“Okay, buddy, where to?” Holden asked. “The meter’s running.”

“Area 51,” I replied, slamming myself into a crash seat that extended from the wall and buckling the restraints.

For once, the nearly unflappable Captain Holden did a classic double take. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, and step on it,” I said. “The woman I hope to make my girlfriend is in trouble down there, about to be overwhelmed by home-grown reptilians and their genetically manipulated offspring.”

The crew just stared at me as Holden took his captain’s chair at the center of the bridge.

“Damn, Kai, you never do anything halfway, do you?” Maggie said from her station at the helm. But she was entering commands as she said it.

The Royal Flush entered Earth’s atmosphere and blasted her way across the sky, enroute to Groom Lake, Nevada.
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I asked Maggie to bring us in low, nape of the Earth, which wasn’t enough to keep the Air Force off our backs like I’d hoped. Holden’s weapons guy took down three F-35s and four more of those damn Configuration Aerospace fighters before the U.S. forces backed off once we got inside of Groom Lake’s air space and the Ramtuken defenses covered us.

I thought we could blast through the maglev tunnels and catch the Daostel in a pincer movement, flanking them and forcing them to give up or be wiped out. The Royal Flush, not having any disruptor cannons on board, wasn’t able to do that, though, so we had to land inside the main hangar before we could make our way down to the lower level to join the battle in progress. Maggie brought the Royal Flush down with a nimbleness that I envied. I was going to have to get better at atmospheric flying!

Holden and his crew had bargained with me some time ago for disruptor assault carbines that fired in short bursts. It was a unique take on the technology, and Nruz had been only too happy to help design and fabricate them. Holden issued these rifles to his crew as we prepared to exit the ship.

“Everybody remember where we parked,” Holden said to his crew as entered the lift to get to the lower levels.

“I think the Ramtuken will validate it,” I added.

There was a general chuckle that broke the tension we were all feeling. All we knew about the situation down there was that it was getting bad. The lift wasn’t moving fast enough for me at all.

We finally exited the lift to the maglev platform into chaos. Our people were taking cover in various makeshift positions behind the barricades they’d erected before the attack began. They were receiving heavy blaster fire from a group of Greens in power armor that blaster bolts and bullets alike bounced off harmlessly. One of the armored hulks lay on the ground, steam wafting up from the joints where the arms met the torso, obviously down for the count. At least we got one of them!

The armored fighters were supported by other Greens in more traditional battle dress and body armor, and there were a lot more of them laying down on the job with a bad case of death. Their Daostel masters stood to the side behind a portable armored covering just watching through a clear visor port. Likely they were directing the Greens with their mind-control abilities, so that was where we would need to focus our efforts. If we could break their control over the Greens, we might even get them to turn on their masters. The problem was that I had no idea how much or how little concentration the Daostel needed to use to control their mind slaves. Time to find out.

I took a knee behind an overturned bench next to a support column and centered my targeting reticle on the center mass of the armored wall hiding the Daostel from direct fire. I ducked away from some incoming fire that shattered a portion of the support column I was using for cover, then reacquired my sight picture. Keeping my hand as steady as I could, I pressed the firing stud. These lizard boys were in for a nasty surprise!

The disruptor beam hit the visor port and started its work of dissipating the material, but it was agonizingly slow. What the hell was that made of? I switched to the armored surface surrounding the port, but that was even more resistant to the beam. It was working, but I’d never seen anything take this long to break down. It had to be super dense to react like this. All I’d managed to do before my disruptor auto-shut off to cool down was make a long inch deep scratch. My dream of forcing the Daostel to focus on something other than directing their minions took a shot to the chin.

The armored Greens were pressing the attack, taking down Ramtuken and humans unlucky enough to get caught in the open as they tried to counterattack. Where the hell were the battle-bots? I didn’t see them anywhere. If disruptors were all that worked on the armor, they should be here taking them out.

“Chandra, where are the battle-bots?” I sent over comms.

“Hell if I know,” she said. “Karl took a bad hit, and they dragged him off I guess to fix him. Where the hell are you?”

“Pinned down just outside the lift doors,” I replied. “I have an idea but it’s going to take more fire power than I was able to bring with me.”

“I’m over here on the far side by the wall. If you focus your fire on the joints of the armor, you eventually crack ’em like a bad egg,” she offered.

“Good intel, thanks,” I said. “Maintain your position.”

“Holden, we need to focus our fire on the barrier the Daostel are behind,” I told him. “Their soldiers are under mind control.”

“And if we break their concentration they might lose control, got it,” Holden said.

He ordered his team to follow his lead, sighted in on the armored barrier, and cut loose with his carbine.

Holden stitched a line of holes in the armor along the scar I’d already put into the thing, and the rest of his team joined in after a second, adding their shots to the mix. The gaps in the armored surface grew larger, and I thought I saw one of the Daostel behind the clear portion of the visor jerk back and out of the way as one of the shots finally broke through.

The Technosapiens would have continued their assault if it weren’t for the Daostel redirecting their entire armored force to focus their fire directly on our position. The air around us was suddenly alive with blaster fire as the Greens advanced towards us while their more traditionally armed pals continued to press the fight against Chandra and the Ramtuken defenders behind the barricades.

I holstered my disruptor and pulled out the bead pistol, dialing it up to full power. Dropping to the floor, I rolled to the side of the column, sighting in on the space where the leg of one of the power armor suits met the upper section and hit the stud.

The supersonic crack of the bead leaving the pistol on wings of electromagnetic force was ear-splitting, but the shot gave the desired result. The metallic ball tore into the leg joint, right where I wanted it to, ripping through the armored suit into the soft flesh beneath and out the other side, then vaporized most of an unfortunate infantry soldier who happened to be behind my target.

The powered armor suit fell to the floor, bleeding out from where his leg used to be connected to the rest of him.

“I gotta get me one of those!” Holden said in admiration before popping up and laying a four-shot burst of disruptor fire at an armored Green that was getting too close. I didn’t want to see what that armor was capable of in CQB, as the military types referred to it. Holden’s shots put smoldering holes in the torso armor of the approaching Green, but they hadn’t penetrated all the way. He was within ten feet or so now, and I didn’t want him getting any closer.

I lined up a shot with the top of his torso armor, really hoping for the neck joint, which was another obvious weak spot. The crack-whine of the bead leaving the barrel made my ears ring, but I was rewarded with the sight of my shot hitting just below the neck joint and ricocheting upwards, blasting through the chin of the suit’s helmet. The visor through which the Green regarded us with an angry annoyance was suddenly coated with dark blue ichor as he dropped to the floor, not moving.

Great! Three down, only about twenty more to go!

The rest of the armored Greens doubled their fire at us, forcing us to make a run and gun dash for new cover as the column and surrounding debris was reduced to powder and smaller bits of trash that offered zero protection. I took a hit to the calf as I dove for the relative safety of an upside-down golf cart that the security teams used to get around the base. The wheels melted into rubber slag as the Greens turned their attention to destroying this bit of cover as well. They were relentless, and we weren’t getting a chance to return fire to try to even the odds. The Daostel had been right about one thing: the Greens were great shock troops. If this was their plan for the rest of humanity, I didn’t have to wait on the Dominion fleet to show up. Humanity was doomed no matter what! Why couldn’t they just hop onto their space ark and leave already?

“This is bad, Kai,” Holden said. “We need some backup.”

“We are the backup!” I said. “The disruptors were supposed to make a difference! Where the hell are my battle-bots?”

The air split with a new sound at a level that made my bones vibrate and my gut feel funny. It was low and distorted, but so loud that it even gave the power-armored Greens pause. In fact, everyone stopped shooting at each other for a few seconds as we collectively tried to figure out what the hell was going on. Was some new sonic weapon being brought into play by someone?

The doors at the back of the maglev station blew apart under the assault of the sound and it got even louder. Then it changed pitch as a hulking armored figure stepped into the battle space from the smoke billowing out the door. The explosion that blew the door in wasn’t big enough to make that much smoke. What the hell? Was someone using a smoke machine?

As the sonic assault raised in pitch, I finally recognized the opening to Van Halen’s ‘Eruption’ as it blasted across the battle space. The armored figure, now recognizable as a large mecha suit straight out of some anime, raised a four-fingered hand into the air in an approximation of the rock and roll horns. As the smoke cleared a little more, the figure was joined by three familiar robotic shapes stepping around it, four sets of arms each bristling with weapons aimed at the power-armored Greens.

“You have messed with the wrong species today, my dudes!” Nruz’s voice boomed out over the music from the central armored figure with his hand still in the air. The “devil horns” were replaced with a fist, which retracted into the arm to be replaced by the barrel of a serious- looking cannon. “PREPARE TO FEEL MY WRATH!”

The cannon sent out a massive beam of coherent light that took an unsuspecting Green in the torso armor, sending him flying across the battle space to smash into the armored barrier that the Daostel were hiding behind. The Green’s chest armor and the chest behind it were a slagged mess of molten alloy and charred tissue.

“Come get some!” Banzai shouted from beside Nruz as he cut loose with his twin disruptor cannons.

“Eat my shorts!” said Blue as he did the same.

“You killed my father, prepare to die!” Karl shouted, ruining a group of the lesser armored Greens with his heavy blasters.

“SHUT THE HELL UP, KARL!” the others shouted as they began their advance.

The music continued to blast over some hidden speaker system that Nruz had apparently set up before the invasion began. It added a surreal quality to the fight that resumed in earnest as soon as the Greens recovered their wits enough to return fire. They were focused on Nruz in his mecha suit, and the battle-bots who were the more direct threat to them.

I took the opportunity to sneak from behind the golf cart and sent a bead at the armored barrier protecting the Daostel. I’d aimed for the gouge we’d previously put into the clear visor. I was a few inches off, but with the kinetic energy dump that came along with the magnetically propelled sphere it was close enough. The visor blew inward, showering the Daostel behind it with chunks of blasted former window.

The Technosapiens followed suit with their rifles, sending disruptor bursts through the newly created opening and dropping two Daostel in their tracks as they backed away.

The armored barrier rose from the floor a few inches and floated towards the spot where the Daostel had breached the section where the Ramtuken had walled off the maglev line. They were retreating!

I sent another round into the armored barrier and it listed to the side, digging a gouge into the floor before righting itself. The bead had enough force to almost punch through to the other side, and all that force had to go somewhere. I followed it with another, this time aiming for the edge. The round hit and spun the armored barrier around, exposing the reptilians behind it for a few seconds before they could correct it.

It was enough.

Disruptor pulses from the Technosapiens tore into the Daostel, reducing flesh and bone into atoms, dropping them as they tried to make a run for it. Several of them made the mad dash to the opening and disappeared into the maglev tunnel they’d used to get here.

“Let’s go, dudes, we got ’em on the run!” Nruz shouted as the last of the Green powered- armor troopers fell to his massive energy cannons.

“Chase them back to hell!” Banzai yelled as the battle-bots followed Nruz in pursuit of the fleeing Daostel.

We all broke cover to join in the pursuit, following Nruz and the battle-bots towards the opening in the wall.

Just as Nruz got to the entrance a massive explosion rocked the entire level, flinging the Technosapiens and me back into the cover we’d just left, and everything went dark for a minute. When the dust and smoke cleared and I was able to pull myself to my feet, the entrance to the tunnels was completely collapsed and filled with rubble. Nruz and the battle-bots were nowhere to be seen.
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I staggered towards the rubble, my injured calf making the going slow. I didn’t think Nruz and the battle-bots were dead. They were bots, and Nruz was encased in that giant mecha thing. He’d be fine if we could just get all the rock and debris off of him. The absence of the music was ominous, though.

“Everybody start clearing that mess away to get Nruz out!” I ordered.

It was then that I noticed the dark suits amongst the bodies of the slain Greens. They’d blended in well with the surroundings during the battle. I’d never even noticed them. I wondered if there were any more creeping around.

“Fletcher!” a voice yelled just before a massive handgun round slammed into my shoulder, spinning me around and putting me on the ground with my gun arm numb all the way to my fingertips. My bead pistol slipped from non-responsive fingers, with my left arm twisted behind my back at an awkward angle.

Agent Jones stepped from around another column, Deagle hand cannon pointed in the general vicinity of my face. Well, that answered that question.

“Do you have any idea how much trouble you caused with that little hacking stunt?” Jones asked.

The initial impact shock wore off and the pain was kicking in, radiating in waves from where the bullet hit to the rest of my torso. I think the round he’d fired was armor-piercing. A warm trickle made its way down my chest underneath my shirt. Yeah, definitely armor-piercing. As long as it remained in place, I wouldn’t bleed out. Probably.

“We’ve had to launch a whole series of mergers, acquisitions, and restructuring to cover the tracks of all the corporate entanglements you just tossed out onto the Web like pig slop,” Jones said, taking a step.

Well, I assumed he took a step. All I knew was that the business end of the hand cannon got even larger. “Sounds like you’ve been busy. You’re welcome.”

Jones snapped his head back as if I’d reached up and slapped him. “For what?”

“The job security,” I said, struggling to sit at least halfway up to get my other arm out from behind my back. It wasn’t working. My hand was stuck under something lumpy underneath me.

“I always had that,” Jones said, his grip tightening on the pistol.

“Yeah, but do you have a better dental plan than the FBI? You’re on the wrong side of history now, Jones. Humanity is going to the stars. The genie is out of the bottle, and you can’t control it. You can still get on the right side, though,” I said.

Jones shook his head with a sneer. “I’m on the side that’s going to win. The Daostel always win.”

“You’re doing what you power players always do—underestimate the average guy—and it always costs you.”

“Not as much as it’s about to cost you,” Jones said, reacquiring his aim at my face.

My shoulder really hurt now. Nope. That wasn’t right. Everything north of my belt hurt. “That thing packs a lot of punch for a .357.”

“I got the .44,” Jones replied with a wicked grin.

“No shit?”

“Rank has its privileges.”

“Boss man gets the big gun,” I mused, a little lightheaded.

That lump under my lower back was really bugging me now, disproportionate to the rest of the pain I felt. A slow smile crept across my face as the fingers of my left hand figured out what that lump was. I couldn’t help myself. I smiled.

Jones looked perplexed. “You’re about to die, Fletcher; why are you smiling?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said.

With a wave of pain that almost sent me over the edge into unconsciousness I rolled over, ripping the Bersa from its place at the small of my back. Even as his shot blasted a hole in the floor next to my head, I continued rolling the rest of the way back around and pointed the subcompact pistol in the general vicinity of Agent Jones, pulling the trigger.

I jerked the first shot, which went a little wide but still found a home in Jones’ shoulder. As soon as my arm leveled off in an approximation of straight, I did it again. Wash, rinse, repeat, until the slide locked back on an empty magazine. Less than ten feet. Over in less than ten seconds.

“Boss man gets the big gun,” I repeated. “But I have big boy bullets, too.”

I wasn’t aware that I’d closed my eyes until I cracked them back open to see the results. Jones lay across from me, his black suit and white shirt a bloody ruin, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. I crawled over to him, sending fresh waves of pain through my shoulder and leg.

“You’re still too late to stop them,” Jones managed to stammer out between gasps. “The Ark is ready to go.”

“Yeah, I know. What you missed was that their other pets, the Greens, were about to wipe everybody out and steal it for themselves. I just boosted the Greens’ big toy, so they probably stepped up their plans and took yours. Like I said, wrong side of history. You should have bet on humanity."

He didn’t hear that part. Somewhere in the middle of it his breaths stopped coming in ragged gasps. His sightless eyes gazed into the distance where presumably his soul, if he had one, had just been sent express delivery.

Then, for some reason, the lights went out.
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The lights came back on slowly as someone was ripping my arm off at the shoulder. I cried out and tried to swing my other arm around to slug whoever it was, but couldn’t move it for some reason. Had I been captured again? Was I back on the Greens’ operating slab, about to have my brains permanently scrambled as they jacked my implants?

“Get the hell off me!” I roared.

Something hissed and all the pain in my shoulder left like it had been drained from a plug.

“Damn, you wake up grumpy after takin’ a bullet,” a soft Southern voice said. “It’s a good thing I strapped you down before diggin’ that slug outta your shoulder.”

Chandra! I’d just tried to punch the woman I had hopes of making my girlfriend.

“Kinky,” I croaked. “A little early for that between us, isn’t it? My safe word is Ecclesiastes.”

I felt a light slap on the good shoulder, which didn’t even hurt. Whatever she’d just injected me with was some serious juju.

“You’re just plain awful, Mistah Fletcha,” Chandra said. “But I’ll file that away, just in case.”

Her pretty face swam into view as my vision cleared. Dirt and grime were smeared across her cheeks and forehead, and her clothes were torn, ragged, and coated in concrete dust and dirt. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life.

Concrete dust.

“Nruz!” I said, trying to sit up. I didn’t even make it a quarter of the way before the restraints caught me, and her gentle hand pushed me back down.

“Look to your left, sugah,” Chandra said.

Nruz was nestled safely in a medpod across the room. The lights on the side were flashing amber, treatment in progress. While Chandra undid the restraints that had kept me from giving her what for, they shifted from amber to green and with a whine of servo motors the lid slid open, and Nruz sat up with slow, deliberate movements.

“Dude, my noggin is, like, splitting!”

“You’re lucky what’s inside it ain’t splashed all over the cockpit of that robot suit you built,” Chandra said, leaving me and crossing the room to help Nruz stand.

“Mecha suit,” Nruz corrected. “Big diff.”

“Whatever, honey,” Chandra said. “Get dressed. We got things to do.”

That got my attention. “What’s going on? Did the Daostel get away?”

“By the time we got Nruz and your battle-bots dug out of the rubble, they were long gone. Sorry. I expect they’re all the way back to Dulce by now.”

“Damn,” I said. “I was hoping we could end the threat today since they decided to push things.”

“They left a lot of dead back in that tunnel,” Chandra said, undoing my restraints and helping me sit up. “Looks like whoever rigged those explosives didn’t take the blast radius into account, or they didn’t have time to get far enough away before they blew it. Either way, we pulled a buncha dead lizard boys outta there as we dug through.”

“They never made it to the Ark?” I asked trying to stand.

Chandra pushed me back down. “Not so fast, speedy. We gotta secure that arm, unless you wanna spend some time in the medpod now that Nruz is done with it.”

“My nanites will fix it in a few hours,” I said, trying to hold on to what little manly dignity I had left.

“Ain’t you just precious. Them drugs I shot you up with ain’t gonna last but another hour or so. When that happens, you ain’t gonna want that arm floppin’ around like a broke chicken wing.”

“Fair point,” I said, letting her fit me with a sling that moved by itself to tighten and secure my arm across my chest.

Chandra filled me in on more details as she checked the sling to make sure it met her standards. “Hex told me over comms that during the middle of the battle here, something large blasted its way outta the hillsides around Dulce base and made a beeline for the nearest Transition Space jump point. He was so busy with the defense platform he didn’t get a decent sensor read on it.”

“Even his sensors couldn’t tell us who or what was on it,” I said. “Just going by the time frame, it looks like the Greens stole a page out of my playbook and ganked it like they were planning on doing. That means the Daostel are stuck here for a while, without their genetically- engineered soldiers.”

“The folks topside convinced the remaining soldiers to surrender,” Chandra said. “They got ’em all stashed in a holding cell, and their leader wants a word with you.”

She reached around me to buckle my gun belt back in place, allowing her fingertips to run lightly across my sides as she withdrew her hands, which sent a little thrill up my spine. Had that been intentional?

“Me?” I asked, slipping one arm into the trench coat with difficulty as she held it and draping it over the injured shoulder. “Why me?”

“Because I wanted to meet the man who took it upon himself to save the world from aliens and maybe even from itself,” a voice said from the door.

I knew that voice. Nruz did, too, because he was staring at the door in open fascination and wonder.

“Duuuuude,” he breathed at last. “It’s him!”

Alvin Scents filled the doorway, not physically, because he wasn’t a large man, but with his presence. Like most billionaire/philanthropist/industrialist magnates, he was a bit of a narcissist, but he tempered that with a genuine desire to help humanity advance. At a profit of course, but hey, everybody had an angle, right?

He was dressed in his trademark black T-shirt and khaki pants, but his typical sneakers had been replaced, at least for now, with a pair of Adidas GSG-9 combat boots. He wore a combat harness that held a pistol, with pouches for extra magazines, and carried a carbine on a sling. The sight was a striking contrast to the smooth-talking tech magnate image he presented to the world most of the time.

One of Nruz’s cameras was hovering over Scent’s shoulder and took the opportunity of the pause to fly into the room to get a shot of all of us, causing Chandra to immediately leave. He turned to the side to allow her to exit, then stepped in and extended a hand to me.

Nruz crossed the room before I could even begin to reach out, grabbing Scent’s hand and pumping it up and down with enthusiasm. “Mr. Scent, dude, it’s an honor to meet you! I’m Nruz, and I’m a huge fan! I mean, what you’ve managed to do with CoZmoZe with the limited tech base you humans have to work with is awesome!”

Scent regarded Nruz with a bit of amusement, but there was an opportunistic gleam in his eye as he returned the handshake, finally extricating his hand from Nruz’s grip. “Well, maybe after this is all over you’d like to help me catch up to the rest of the galaxy?”

Nruz was starstruck. “Totally! Can we kick it around over a latte?”

Scents gave Nruz a Hollywood-worthy smile. “Absolutely. I own a few coffee shops, as it turns out. We can make that happen.”

I held out my own hand this time, and Scents took it. His grip was firm enough, if a little clammy. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Scents,” I said. “I think I owe you a thank-you for your help up top there.”

“We couldn’t have pulled it off without the designs you and Nruz gave the world,” Scents said. “We managed to make a small version of the fusion device that fit on the back of a truck to power some mounted rail gun designs I had lying around, but couldn’t adequately generate enough energy for. They made the difference.”

“Well, however it worked out, I’m glad you guys were there today,” I said. “But I have to get going because we have a lot more to do in orbit before the other bad guys show up.”

“About that,” Scents said. “You might want to check out what’s being said online before you go.”

“Why?” I asked.

“It would appear that the U.S. Government is accusing you of destroying their ability to defend Earth from external alien threats by taking down their Space Force fleet of fighters,” Scent said with sympathy.

“What the actual hell?” I demanded. “They attacked us while we were trying to perform an operation to take a spaced-based weapon away from…”

“The Greens, yes,” Scents interrupted. “We knew about them. Didn’t know that they’d resurrected the Rods from God weapon, but it doesn’t surprise me. I suspect it’s a smokescreen to cover up the fact that the internet is alive with footage of aliens and humans working together here, and the video of their base in Dulce missing its top floors, exposing the existence of the Daostel and the Greens to everyone.”

“Why am I always the bad guy?” I asked. The whole most-wanted bit was wearing thin.

“Oh, they’re saying it, but I don’t think the majority of people are buying it,” Scents reassured me. “The cameras have been running the whole time this place was under attack, and everything was live streamed. They know you were attacked by a mix of what they see as aliens and government agents. I think what the world needs right now is a little message from you that even without the Space Force, the threat from the Kholdrax is being handled.”

“I don’t have time for this,” I replied.

“I think you might not have time not to,” Scents replied. “That is if you plan on ever coming back here after you take care of the Dominion. And I would love to hitch a ride with you the next time you head out.”

I snorted a laugh at that. “I don’t generally take on passengers, Mr. Scent, but if you’re willing to pay your way I think I know a guy who would take you up on the idea of a guided tour of known inhabited space. His name is Holden, and he’s around here somewhere. I’ll introduce you.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Scents said, then jerked his head towards the camera.

I got it. Time to address the world again. “Hello, world, this is Kai Fletcher again, here to address some of the bullshit the government is spewing about me… again.”

Scents laughed at that and stepped out of the frame.

“By now most of you have seen the footage, and you know who’s been here all along and who is about to roll up to our front porch to do bad things. The government says that I’ve wiped out our ability to defend the Earth from the coming threat, which, by the way, they denied even existed before, so do with that what you will.”

I crossed to the table I’d been strapped to a few minutes before and took a seat on its edge. “That’s utter BS. I stole an orbital weapon from the Greens that they were planning to wipe all of us out with. It’s in a safe, undisclosed location somewhere in the solar system, and we’re getting ready to defend Earth against the Dominion. Consider it the bouncer that keeps the riff raff out of the club.”

“So, what’s the government agenda really all about, Kai?” Scents asked, walking back into the shot.

I shrugged. “Long term? Control. Short term? They’re still pissed at me for leaking all their secrets about the Configuration and their cronies in corporate America. They tried to discredit me, made me a wanted man. They said you and I were pulling a scam together, when we’d never even met before today. Then they crashed the stock market to take your eyes off everything.”

“Yeah, I remember that. I lost millions,” Scents said.

“That’s because you’re not part of the Configuration. And it’s kind of my point. They know they caused suffering with that move. They know they wiped out the life savings and 401K accounts of millions of Americans, and that’s what they want you to focus on. But what you really should be looking at is the companies that didn’t lose any money in that crash. Ask yourself whose stock went up. Those are the people the governments chose as the winners, and You are not on that guest list! Welcome to the Oligarchy, folks, population Not you.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself, Kai. Thanks.”

“I have somewhere else to be now. Take care, everybody. And don’t worry about the Dominion. We got that covered. Start demanding answers and action from your governments. I promise you they’re going to do everything in their power to keep everybody here on Earth, and under their thumbs. Don’t let them.”

I left the cleanup of Area 51 to the Ramtuken and their human security employees. They lost some good people today, but there was still a lot to do. Chandra volunteered to stick around and provide some oversight, promising to let me know if anything weird happened. You know, aside from genetically-engineered alien Daostel hybrids attacking, because that now qualified as normal.

I grabbed Nruz and the battle-bots, loaded them onto Specter II, and we made our best speed back to Stronghold and the stolen defense platform.

By the time I was back in Stronghold’s control center my shoulder was healed enough to remove the sling, though it was still stiff and sore. I was glad to be rid of it. Never did like anything holding my arms down. Not since that time in high school when Griff used about 15 boxes of Saran wrap to trap me in a chair I’d fallen asleep in one night.

After I’d flopped onto my command couch with a freshly opened Amp, I turned my attention to the swarm of activity around the platform. In the time I’d been away Hex had commissioned 2814 as an officer, put him in charge of the maintenance-bots tasked for the preparations of the platform, and turned them loose on the thing. No wonder he’d been gone when I was last here. They’d installed a comms system and our last cloaking device, which I was going to have to explain to Yargriff whenever he showed up, as well as the main computing center in which Aethel would be installed.

Now all that was left was to finish was the hull plating, extra weapons, and propulsion systems. We didn’t have time to make and install a gravity drive into the platform, and honestly, she probably wouldn’t need one. Her job was to stay in and around high Earth orbit, warning off hostiles and engaging them with weapons if needed. Kind of a heavily armed OAC.

Hex decided that the platform needed more than just the giant rail gun, so he’d added missile launchers and multiple disruptor cannons to her design. One group of the maintenance- bots was putting the finishing touches on those now, with the other group testing the propulsion system. The hull plating was last to go on. She was parked in orbit close by the debris field of rock and dirt that had been brought up with her.

“Hex, when are you uploading Aethel into her matrix?” I asked.

“I’ve just completed the testing of the hardware system, and will begin the upload process momentarily,” Hex said. “She is a large file and will take some time to transfer, even at our speeds. Then there are initial tests to be performed to ensure that she is functioning properly in her new home.”

“Okay. Sounds good to me, as long as nobody from the Dominion shows up to…”

“Contact!” Stan said over comms. “We got multiple bogies coming out of Transition Space on the far side of the system past Neptune.”

A cold knot formed in my stomach. We were too late. The Dominion was here.
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“Hex, I think we’re going to need an alternate plan to the upload. Is there anything you can do that’s faster?”

“I can load her into my own emergency backup module similar to the one that Stan shunted himself into not long ago. It would have to be physically taken onto the platform and connected to the system.”

“How long before the Dominion forces get here, and what are we dealing with?” I asked, bringing up the long-range sensor data on my display.

What the hell was this? There was interference keeping me from getting a read on their numbers. It was almost like…

“Kai, I cannot give you a number on the enemy ships yet,” Hex said.

“Yeah, I see it, too. What’s all that distortion? If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was missile detonations.”

“That is precisely what it is,” Hex said. “The enemy vessels exited Transition Space into what I suspect was a literal mine field of ship-killer missiles, or at least their warheads.”

I wanted to investigate. I wanted to tear across the system and meet them halfway, but our best hope was to get this platform up and running. Someone was slowing the bad guys down for us, and I wasn’t about to look that gift horse in the mouth. Besides, I had my suspicions about who left this little welcome to the system gift for the Dominion.

“Load Aethel into the memory module,” I ordered. “Can a maintenance-bot handle getting her over there and loaded?”

“I’m sure it can be done, however I would feel better if you would perform the action yourself.”

“Yeah, I had a feeling that was coming,” I said. “I’ll get suited up.”

We’d been using emergency vacsuits for most of our EVA actions up till now, but if I was going out there to basically leap from Stronghold to the defense platform with bad guys on the way, I wanted something more substantial. I entered my cabin and opened the wall storage unit, revealing the armored EVA suit Hex and Nruz had designed for me.

The suit opened all down the front at my approach, which still creeped me out. I backed into it and the suit closed around me. A few seconds later, it interfaced with my implants and I could access all its functions. I ran systems checks as I exited my quarters back into the control center.

“The enemy ships have cleared the minefield,” Hex informed me. “They arrived in- system with twenty ships total, but their numbers have been reduced to eighteen after passing through the mines. Many of them are nearly completely without shields, while others have suffered structural damage.”

“Every little bit helps,” I said. “It would seem Yargriff has been busy.”

“I do not understand,” Hex said, his avatar swirling into existence in the middle of the control center. “We have not seen any indication of activity from Defender for some time, so how is it that he accomplished this?”

“We can ask him when this is over. Is the module ready?”

“I need another minute. The upload is nearly finished.”

“I don’t mean to be a killjoy or nothin’” Stan said, “but those ships are on a direct course for Earth and they are bookin’ it!”

“Booking it is a relative term in space, Stan,” Hex reminded him. “We have some time yet before they get within firing range.”

Hex used the holo-projector in the ceiling of the control center to place a representation of the approaching fleet.

“And if Yargriff is out there, I would count on him to slow them down a little more,” I said.

Almost as if I’d conjured it up by speaking, one of the dots in the display winked out of existence.

“Enemy ship destroyed,” Hex added unnecessarily. “It was one of the vessels without shielding, and suffering from damage. A series missiles penetrated its engineering section.”

“But no ship fired them?” I asked.

Hex’s avatar shrugged, an action I didn’t think I’d ever seen him do before. “None that I could detect. I can give you the origin point of the missiles, which was a good distance from the approaching fleet, but there is no ship at those coordinates according to my sensor readings.”

“Chandra’s Laosoran ship is still dirtside at Area 51, right?” I asked.

“Yeah, she’s still down there,” Stan confirmed.

“Weird,” I commented.

It had to be Yargriff. Somehow, he’d managed to snag himself a cloaking device and was harassing the approaching Dominion fleet. That was us Fletcher boys. A constant pain in the ass to bad guys everywhere!

The memory module slid out of a recess in the wall of the control center. It was larger than the one Stan had uploaded his coding in to protect himself from a booby-trapped exploding frigate once, but otherwise looked the same, a long metallic cylinder with a single connector on either end.

I was about to ask Hex for something to carry it in, when another panel on the wall opened next to it revealing a carry case with a shoulder strap.

“You read my mind,” I said, grabbing the case and opening the top.

“It was a short read,” Hex said, a slight mirthful grin tugging at the corner of his avatar’s mouth.

“Hex got the jokes,” I said, sliding the module into the case and sealing it.

“Another barrage of missiles has been launched at the enemy fleet,” Hex announced. “And a third.”

“Keep me posted,” I said, leaving the control room and heading for the main airlock on the side of the ship. The same one I’d used to access the interior Stronghold’s interior after finding her inside the caverns underneath Piggy Bank just before Hex and I met. It seemed forever ago, almost like it happened in a different lifetime.

Stronghold was already parked as close as safely possible to the platform to facilitate the moving of materials and maintenance-bots back and forth. Those little bots had been working around the clock with 2814 acting as their foreman, directing their efforts.

The airlock doors opened and all I could see was the defense platform. Man, we were close! For once I didn’t get the sense of stepping out into an endless void, because I couldn’t see it. Something I hadn’t noticed before but was plain as day now that I was outside the ship were the mechanical arms extending from Stronghold holding the platform in place.

“The enemy formation has fired back at their unseen attacker. I am uncertain as to whether they are using a strategy or if they are merely guessing,” Hex said over comms.

“If we can’t see Defender, then they sure as hell can’t see her,” I said. “They’re playing galactic Battleship.”

“You refer to the naval combat game by the Hasbro corporation, and not the fact that there are actual battleships in this approaching fleet, yes?” Hex asked.

“Got it in one, buddy,” I said as I stepped from the edge of the air lock door and into the endless night.

Hex had given me schematics of the platform with everything conveniently labeled so I could find the computing center, located, as one would expect, at the center. The original equipment the Greens had installed no longer existed, all of it replaced by systems Hex designed and built.

Using my implants in much the same way that I piloted Stronghold, I used the suit’s thrusters to boost myself across the small space that separated us, aiming for an access hatch on a section of recently completed outer hull plating. There was no atmosphere on the platform. It wasn’t needed, since there were no living beings that required oxygen on board, and there were no plans for any. Aethel was the only crew, and she was more than enough. If I could get her loaded in time to let her run the thing.

“Whatever or whomever is harassing the inbound fleet has closed the distance and is now engaging the more damaged ships with penetrator rounds and particle cannons, which suggests she is of Gardranian design,” Hex announced.

I reached the hatch, my boots adhering to the hull plating magnetically, and triggered the opening sequence. “Thanks, Hex. I feel confident that we can assume that this is Yargriff and Defender. I’m entering the hatch now.”

“Another enemy ship has been destroyed. Apparently, our ally was directly behind it and used a main disruptor array.”

“See? Defender,” I said, using my magnetic boots to shuffle awkwardly down the corridor towards the access ladders. “Where the hell did he get a cloak? The one we were going to give Yargriff was installed here.”

“Indeed,” Hex replied. “I can only surmise that Yargriff took the plans for a cloak and built his own.”

“Griff never was a patient kid,” I said with a grin.

“His efforts are reducing the speed of the approaching fleet,” Hex said. “But they will still be within firing range of Earth soon. Please get the module installed as soon as possible, Kai.”

“How long do I have?” I asked.

“Do you really want to use a timer for this?” Hex asked.

“Not really,” I said. I hated timers. They always made me nervous.

“I thought not,” Hex said. “So, as Stan might say, best you get a wiggle on.”

“Hey, get your own catchphrases!” Stan complained.

I reached the access ladder that ran the length of the platform. The “ladder” was just a series of handholds stretching the length of the platform’s central corridor in either direction. From it one could gain access to any section they needed. The computing and control center was to my right so I turned off the boot magnets, allowing me to float and pull myself along the rungs, and made straight for it.

Hex gave me a detailed list of steps to follow in order to get Aethel installed in the station. The good news was that much of it consisted of internal checklists she had to complete herself once she was up and running. The hardest part for me would be getting her memory module connected to the system.

I entered the control center and pulled myself to the floor and turned the boots back on. They clamped me in place with a metallic thunk. The console in front of me had a slot for the memory module, but the system needed to be powered down first before I could install it. I initiated the shutdown sequence and waited for the indicator lights of the platform’s governing system to all wink out. Then I waited a good thirty seconds before pulling the cylinder from the case and siding it into the slot until it clicked in place. I gave it an experimental tug or two before pronouncing it secure and hit the button to power the system back up.

Nothing happened at first and my heart sank, then multiple lights sprang back to life and I brought the list back up on my internal display for the next step. Ten minutes later, Aethel’s voice filled the control room.

“Thank you for transferring me to my new home, Kai. I shall take things from here.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Nothing else that I need to do?”

“I have taken command of the maintenance-bots working on the structure and will direct them to complete the most needed tasks to get me fully operational for now. 2814 has been relieved and will accompany you back to Stronghold. Hexpallus has been informed that I shall be retaining permanent use of these machines, but I would never deprive you of your personal assistant.”

“Thanks, I’ve grown attached to the little guy. Never thought I would, but here we are.”

“The ship that has been harassing the incoming enemy fleet has taken a hit. The timetable may have just accelerated.”

“Shit. Is Yargriff okay?” Defender was a tough old ship, and Griff had taken to piloting like a man born in the cockpit. In a way, he had been.

“He is still not transmitting across any subspace frequencies, nor has he sent anything on the command channel for AI use. If it is Defender assisting us, there must be something wrong with the comms array. Unless you can think of another reason for him to maintain such silence.”

I paused in the doorway to the control room. “I can’t even think of a reason for him to have not said anything to us up until now, much less why he’s gone all strong and silent type during his attacks.”

“There are missiles inbound, Kai. You should get back to Hexpallus.”

I didn’t waste time on any more words. I pulled myself back into the corridor and along the rungs and back to the airlock. “Hex, what happened to Defender?”

Hex was hesitant in his reply, the words coming slowly. “If that was Defender aiding us, I do not know. I registered a series of missile detonations and a vessel that could have been Defender emerge briefly from a cloaked state, then return to it right away.”

“That’s not really helping, Hex,” I admonished.

“I understand, Kai, and I apologize. But take comfort in the fact that if the ship had been destroyed by the enemy missiles, the cloak would have ceased to function at all and we would be able to clearly see the wreckage.”

That was a fair point, and it did help reassure me. “Okay, that makes sense. I’m on my way back and 2814 should be coming with me if he’d bother to catch up. Aethel is up and running and has taken over functions on the platform, but you probably already knew that.”

“Hurry, Kai. There are…”

“I know, missiles inbound. I got it.”

“Beyond that, the Dominion ships have maxed their speed since they have apparently dealt with the harasser. They will be here within minutes.”

I jetted back across the small space separating Stronghold from the defense platform, then reversed direction and hit the thrusters as brakes to slow my entrance into the airlock. They didn’t fire for some reason. I repeated the command, and still nothing. I said it aloud, thinking the implants must still be damaged, but got no response from the suit. My current rate of speed was going to ensure that I splatted all over the inside of the airlock, armored suit or not. All they’d need to clean up what was left of me was a sponge and a spray bottle. No, check that. They’d just have to vacuum me out of the suit.

“Uh, Hex?” I said, hoping he could somehow override the suit’s controls and fire the thrusters for me.

My forward momentum was suddenly arrested, and I was jerked back so hard that I managed to bang my forehead on the inside of my helmet.

“Geeze, Doc, I can’t leave ya alone for a minute!” the voice of Bugs Bunny exclaimed in my comms.

2814 had snagged my suit with two of his little legs and used his own thrusters to slow both of us down to nearly a complete stop. The opening to the airlock was six inches or so from my faceplate. As close calls went, this was about the closest I’d experienced.

“Nice timing, little bud,” I said. “Now, let’s get back to the control center.”

Once the airlock cycled and we were back inside Stronghold and her artificial gravity field, I sprinted down the corridor to the lift and got back to the control center as fast as I could. I didn’t even climb out of the armored suit before jumping onto my command couch and interfacing with the ship’s systems.

“Can we break free from the platform yet?” I asked.

“Aethel assures me that we will be able to in a few moments,” Hex replied.

“What are we doing about the inbounds?”

“I asked Stan to run interference for that while waiting for you to get back on board,” Hex said. “He has launched multiple spreads of his limited supply of anti-missiles, but there are several hundred of them on the way.”

“Okay, let’s get going then,” I said, checking the tactical for the precise location of the incoming horde of projectiles.

There was a shudder and metallic clang as Aethel disconnected the metal arms from Stronghold that were keeping her attached to us and used her own thrusters to push away from us. Seconds later, she vanished from my display entirely as she engaged her cloak.

I shifted my attention back to the incoming missiles and selected their entire mass as a target for Hex. Immediately he emptied every missile tube he had of anti-missiles, sending them speeding across the void even as I activated the maneuvering thrusters to shift us sideways.

The gravity drive responded to my mental summons, and we were pulled backwards while I waited for the anti-missiles to do their work.

“Hex, as soon as the anti-missiles finish their job, I need you to track the remaining birds and give me a vector to effectively engage them.”

“Understood,” Hex replied as calmly as ever, but there was an underlying tension in his electronic voice that told me that he was worried, too. It shouldn’t have, but that made me feel better.

The anti-missiles thinned the herd and left us only 150 or so to deal with. We couldn’t allow any of them to slip through our defenses. If even one hit a populated area it would spell disaster for thousands if not millions, depending on where it landed. I zoomed in to the oncoming missiles and targeted individual birds for Hex to shoot at. The maddening part of it was that we couldn’t even target the oncoming ships yet because we were so busy taking out missiles. If they decided to send a couple of more flights, we’d be overwhelmed. They needed something to focus on besides us.

After selecting missiles, I targeted the inbound ships as secondary targets in the hopes that Hex would be able to divide his firepower between the two groups. If anyone could, it was my trusty Gardranian AI.

Before I could finish selecting targets for Hex to hit, including the large flag battleship that I knew carried Admiral Rashnahl, three of the icons vanished, bringing the total of ships they brought against us to fifteen.

“What the hell?” I said. “Was that you, Aethel?”

“Negative,” the new AI said. “My weapons systems are not yet functional. They will be soon, and you’ll know it when they are.”

What the hell did she mean by that? Before I could ask her, a new voice came across our comms channel.

“Greetings, Kai Fletcher, in the name of the Laosoran Syndicate.”

Chandra’s boss, Zav! I’d forgotten he was even here since I hadn’t seen him since he got into the system. He must have taken his ship unseen from Groom Lake.

“Zav,” I said, “is that you I have to thank for the destruction of three more bad guys?”

“I only shot at one of them,” the reptilian admitted. “I cannot claim credit for the other two kills.”

That meant our invisible benefactor was still out there! Defender, I hoped, yet lived and was still fighting!

“I appreciate any assistance you can render,” I said.

“Of course,” he replied. “We can discuss compensation later.”

Oh, shit, did I just hand a Laosoran a blank check?

At least the Dominion ships would be busy trying to figure out from where they were being hit. Maybe it was time to distract them even further. “Hex, hail Admiral Rashnahl. Let him know that I want to have a chat.”

“Hail has been sent, Kai,” Hex replied as he sent spears of small disruptor fire into the black at the remaining projectiles that the Dominion fleet had fired.

The Dominion ships reversed their gravity drives and slowed to a crawl compared to the breakneck pace they’d been maintaining a few minutes ago. A moment later, the triangular black eyes of the Grand Admiral glared at me in my display. They narrowed as he saw me, and then his too-wide mouth split into an evil smile. “Kai Fletcher, glad I am that you are here to witness the destruction of your home world. It is almost poetic.”

I tried to imagine what Kholdrax poetry might sound like, and stopped before my imagination gave me too much of a shudder. “Seeing as how you’re down by five ships since you entered the system, and we just dusted the last of your missile barrages, you might want to rethink that.”

The smile faltered a bit, and I thought I saw a little doubt behind those black eyes. “That was a small sample of what we’ve brought with us.”

“Yeah, don’t care,” I said, activating the cloak but keeping the video signal transmitting. “The fact is that this system is crawling with cloaked defense platforms that you can’t and won’t see before you’ve been sent to whatever gods your people worship. So, you have one chance to leave before more of your people die.”

I knew he wouldn’t buy the idea that we possessed cloaking tech, which is why I cloaked in front of him. He probably didn’t believe me about the defense platforms, either, which was technically a lie because we only had one. I wasn’t even sure that Aethel had the weapons working yet. The level of harassment he’d experienced since arriving in system must have clued him in to the fact that Earth wasn’t the defenseless backwater he’d been told. Maybe we could end this without anyone else dying. I was getting tired of being surrounded by death.

Rashnahl only seemed to consider what I’d said for a few seconds before his smile turned into an angry sneer. “You can try, Kai Fletcher, but I think you overstate your numbers and your chances of success.”

Damn. Why did they always choose the hard way?

Without warning, one of the Dominion ships at the rear of their formation simply ceased to exist. One second it was there, and the next it was an expanding debris field.

It took all my willpower to not show the amazement I felt at the demonstration of Aethel’s main weapon. The tungsten rod left the giant rail gun so fast and crossed the distance so quickly that I doubted we could even replay it on sensors.

I forced a wry smile onto my face. “You were saying?”

To his credit, or his stupidity, Rashnahl cut the connection and his fleet jumped back to flank speed.

“Launch detected,” Hex reported as every ship at the Grand Admiral’s disposal sent a single salvo from every launcher.

Before the enemy fleet advanced much more than a few hundred miles, and before their launchers could reload, Rashnahl’s flagship converted from a fully functional starship into an expanding cloud of gas and debris as the next round from Aethel’s main gun tore through the ship at a small percentage of the speed of light.

I didn’t have time to feel one way or the other about that because I was too busy sending Stronghold into a steep sideways shift while targeting the entire flight of missiles for Hex to do what he could. Wave after wave of anti-missiles filled space before us as he unloaded his launchers. He detonated them almost as soon as they left to maximize the spread of their payloads, and while they reloaded he fired hundreds of penetrator rounds at the incoming mass of over one thousand missiles.

The metal storm theory was old, but one Hex had put to good use since we’d introduced the concept to him. This time was no exception in that the inbound projectiles ran into a wall of smaller, faster-moving projectiles that shredded them, causing many to detonate their warheads early, which triggered chain reactions, taking many of the others nearby with them as they blew.

The shockwaves from all these explosions were wreaking havoc in local space, making it difficult to keep Stronghold on course and knocking high-flying satellites out of their orbits, while others suffered breakdowns of one kind or another. I slewed Stronghold across the mass of incoming missiles going the other direction now, hoping against hope that the hell that Hex was unleashing into their numbers would pay off. I knew that hundreds of them were gone already, and hundreds more would be destroyed. The problem was there were still hundreds more to deal with, because as they came at us the Dominion ships managed to unleash one more volley just as massive as the first before they realized that their boss was dead and broke formation.

All their discipline seemed to evaporate within one minute of the destruction of Rashnahl’s flagship. I was so focused on the incoming birds that I didn’t even notice that Aethel and Dark Horizon managed to take down another four of their ships while I’d been playing tag with missiles. Stan uncloaked Specter II and joined us in targeting the missile swarm about to make life unlivable for Earth.

“Contact!” Hex announced. “New ships entering the system at the primary Transition Space jump point that the Dominion used.”

“Friend or foe?” I asked.

“It’s the rest of the Gardranian Armada!” Hex shouted, uncharacteristic emotion in his voice as the Regent ship made its entrance followed in rapid succession by the rest of them. The Dominion ships that were headed for that jump point made sudden and desperate course changes as our armada came out of Transition Space in front of them. They were caught between the hammer and the anvil. Some tried to fight. Some tried to run. None got very far.

“Kai, put Stronghold in front of the oncoming missiles,” Hex said. “The fleet can handle the rest of the Dominion ships, but we cannot allow these missiles to get through.”

I did as he said, pushing the gravity drive to its maximum pull, past flank speed even, and into a range that we’d never tried before. I heard the ship creak and groan around me as the gravitational stresses on her frame caused it to stretch and bend.

“Face the main gun at the missiles,” Hex ordered.

“Hex, your main gun is a giant space vacuum right now,” I reminded him.

“Exactly,” he replied.

Trusting that he knew what he was doing, I shrugged and made the adjustment.

The amber beam of the Stronghold’s main gun flashed into the cloud of inbound missiles as I used the maneuvering thrusters to slew the nose of the ship from left to right across the oncoming swarm. I knew that I was moving too fast to effectively break down and store the material, but I figured that wasn’t what Hex had in mind.

After the first pass I got it. The missiles we’d touched with the beam no longer had warheads on them. Many of them were also missing their guidance systems and were just basically rockets which were now flying off course, thanks to the sudden loss of mass.

I dragged the beam across the formation again and was rewarded with the sight of even more of their number sans warheads wandering off course, but there were more right behind them and there was no way that we were going to get them all.

“Focus on the edges, Kai,” Hex said. “Move the beam from the outer edge to the middle. Then do the same from the other side.”

I did as I was told, moving Stronghold’s nose from left to center, then adjusted and went from right to center several times as the missiles bore down on our little blue marble. The end result was a shrinking cloud of missiles with their heaviest concentration in the middle. I checked the sensor readings and saw that the remaining missiles were in a group that was about the same size as our ship, and I knew what Hex was up to. There wasn’t much of a choice. The beam wasn’t going to stop them all, and they couldn’t be allowed to enter the atmosphere with intact warheads.

“Hex,” I said as I again attacked the edges of shrinking missile swarm. A red light flashed in my HUD, telling me that the tank we’d attached to the ship was full and would have to be emptied before we could hoover up anything else.

There was only one thing left to do, and we both knew what it was.

“I know, Kai,” he replied.

We didn’t have much time left, and I had to say something.

“Hex, thank you. For the adventure, for the chance to do something positive with my life, for helping me defend Earth, for—” My voice broke. “For everything.”

“Thank you, Kai, for being my friend,” Hex said, his avatar forming in the control room. “And for not being mad.”

“Mad?” I said. “What the hell are you talking…”

“Emergency ejection protocol activated.”

There was a sudden wrenching sensation accompanied by the screeching of tearing metal as the ship came to as sudden a stop as she was capable of, followed by a flash as Stronghold’s entire control center was ejected into the void at a high rate of speed. Away from the artificial gravity of Stronghold’s gravity drive, the forces of the sudden acceleration forced me into the command couch. While my suit fought the effects, it could only do so much.

I was still tied in to the ship’s sensors, watching her as I always did from the outside, as the remaining cloud of missiles slammed into her shields. The first warhead that detonated triggered a chain reaction that took the rest of them with it. A new, brief, and terrible star was born above Earth’s north pole. It was the last thing I saw before I blacked out.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO



I awoke to muffled voices and someone smacking at my shin with something hard. I tried to mentally order my harness to retract, but for some reason the system wasn’t responding. I tried to sit up, hoping the harness would get the message and retract, but it wouldn’t budge. It was dead. Dead just like my ship!

“Hex!” I shouted as someone pushed down on my shoulders.

“Shhh! You need to relax, sugah.” Chandra’s voice cut through the darkness, and everything swam into focus.

Chandra stood over me, holding me down, while Nruz held a cutting blade. There was a sudden flash of crimson light and a searing sensation of heat across my face, though my armored space suit didn’t allow the beam to hurt me. The harness came free, allowing me to sit upright at last.

“Dude! Bad robot!” Nruz scolded.

2814 sat across my shins, his little chin turret laser retracting even as he held out an Amp energy drink to me. At a thought the front of my suit opened, and out of sheer habit I took it from him, popped the top, and downed it in a few gulps. Even lukewarm, it still hit the spot.

The little maintenance-bot bumped his head into my chest and rested there for a second as I patted his back. “Thanks, little buddy. Good boy.”

He wagged his whole body at me and jumped down to sit in the corner of the control center that was strangely silent and dark. Because what used to run it was gone, I realized.

A sadness washed over me as my brain caught up with everything that happened. Hex was gone. He’d ejected my control center and kept the shields powered up while keeping Stronghold in the path of the last of the Dominion missile barrage intended to turn Earth into a radioactive dust bowl. I’d thought we were about to die together, but that wasn’t ever his plan.

“Kai, honey, you all right?” Chandra asked tentatively.

“Not really,” I said. “I’m guessing there wasn’t much left of Stronghold once the missiles were done?”

“Hang on, dude,” Nruz said, going to the door. “We weren’t up here, you know? But gimmie a sec, and I can let someone who was fill you in.”

Nruz left the room and came back in a minute with a long thick cable with a weird connector on the end. He took it over to a wall and slid a covering out of the way, then jacked the cable into it. There was a loud pop, and the lights in the control center came back on.

A rush of hope surged through me, and I jumped from the command couch to stare at the holo-projector in the ceiling, thinking maybe Hex had downloaded a copy of himself into a memory module like he’d done with Aethel before sending me to the defense platform with her. A shape formed in the air in front of me, and the hope grew.

A second later the avatar of my brother, Yargriff, finished taking shape and the hope snuffed out, a candle in a stiff breeze.

“Sorry, bro,” he said. “Not who you wanted to see about now, am I right?”

I collapsed back onto the command couch. “It’s not that I’m not glad to see you, Griff, but yeah, you’re right. I was hoping Hex had managed to stash a copy of himself in here somewhere.”

“So was I,” Yargriff said, his expression softening. “I just finished searching every circuit in this control center, and all I can find is residual bits and pieces of code. Nothing that we could assemble into a working version of Hex. Sorry. He used his own emergency storage unit for Aethel so she could take over the platform.”

I shrugged. “Not your fault. He made his choice. He chose to let me live and took the hit himself. I can’t blame him for it. If we’d been reversed, I would have done the same thing.”

“Yeah, and I think he knew that, and that you were perfectly okay with taking the hit with him.”

I knew he was right on the money with that one. “Why didn’t he give me the choice?”

“Probably because he didn’t have time for you to hem and haw over it, like you do,” Chandra said, laying a comforting hand on my shoulder.

“There was a time factor involved,” Yargriff said. “Hundreds of missiles headed towards Earth?”

“Yeah, I get it,” I said, then looked up at Yargriff’s avatar, my sorrow shifting into sudden anger and needing a target. “Where the hell were you? And where are we now? And why didn’t you talk to us? And what the hell was all that mining the Transition Space jump points?”

“You want me to answer these one at a time, or just tell you to get bent and not answer any of them?” Yargriff snarked, a little annoyance flashing across his avatar’s face.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, deflating a little. “I get grumpy when I wake up after being shot out of a starship.”

Yargriff’s expression softened. “Fair enough, bro. Your control center was picked up by Specter II and brought to Defender’s cargo bay. That’s where you are. As to where I was, and why I didn’t say anything to you, I never left the system. But it wasn’t for lack of trying.”

I nodded, not understanding. “Hex figured that you took the plans for a cloak based on the scans of the one we got from the Laosorans and made your own.”

Yargriff nodded. “Yeah, the problem was I didn’t have my own Ramtuken engineer to help me get it right,” he said. “I made mine with a few mistakes, and once I turned on the cloak it worked really well. A little too well actually. Not only did it hide me from all sensors, but it made it impossible for me to get any signals to anyone.”

“You couldn’t just turn it off and drop us a line?” I asked.

“No actually, I couldn’t,” Yargriff said. “Something went wonky in the power matrix, and it wouldn’t shut off. Since none of us knew when the Dominion was gonna show up, I had to enact my plan on my own with no input, or approval.”

“Oh, yeah,” Nruz said knowingly. “If you don’t put an inhibitor on the power tap, the field just draws power all by itself until it drains your reactor. Good thing you had a bunch of those on hand to keep feeding it, dude!”

“Yeah, thanks for that,” Yargriff said, a touch of his old sarcasm reasserting itself. “After the battle, I used maintenance-bots to physically sever the power connection to the device.”

“I’ll help you work the bugs out, man,” Nruz said.

“Have to admit, that was a nice touch with the mines,” I said. “Nobody was expecting that. But how did you know where they’d come out of Transition Space?”

Yargriff’s avatar shifted from foot to foot, looking down at the floor.

My eyes widened. “Holy shit, you guessed?”

“I did not guess!” he said, eyes flashing. “There’re only so many places you can come out of Transition Space around this system, thanks to gravitic interplay between the sun and other planetary bodies. Three of them, to be precise. So, I took the warheads off my entire stock of ship-killers and anti-missiles, converted them into proximity mines, and surrounded the jump points with them.”

A thought occurred to me. “What if they snuck in from outside the system, like we did a bunch of times?”

“Kai, they’re the Dominion. They don’t sneak. Hell, they don’t even knock. They just barge on in and do what they want.”

“Fair point,” I said.

“I took a position central to the Transition Space jump points and waited,” Yargriff continued. “As soon as they jumped in and hit the mines, I hauled ass to get there and started the harassment tactics.”

“Thinning the herd,” I said blankly.

“Basically,” Yargriff agreed. “You and Hex did the hard part. Sometime, you’re gonna have to catch me up on everything that went down.”

“Uhm, dudes? Nruz interjected. “I don’t mean to like, break in and junk, but what about the mines at the other jump points?”

“Relax, Gray boy,” Yargriff said. “I sent Stan and the Technosapiens to the other two jump points with some bots to collect them all.”

“That’s going to cost you,” I said with a grin.

“I don’t have any money,” Yargriff said, his avatar shrugging. “I told Holden to send the bill to you.”
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Once Specter II and the Royal Flush returned from their mine-gathering mission, I was in Specter II’s cockpit staring down at my home world, missing Hex, and generally feeling sorry for myself. We’d won. I should be happy, right? But the cost was a stone bitch.

Captain Holden appeared on my display, breaking the moment.

“We checked out the remains of Dulce base like you asked,” Holden reported. “The Daostel are nowhere to be seen, and there’s a second big hole in the ground where the ship they were hiding blasted out.”

“So, we’re not sure if they’re hiding somewhere else to regroup, or if they got taken to the stars by the Greens when they stole their space ark,” I said.

“That’s about the size of it,” Holden agreed. “But from the way you describe their relationship with the Greens, I doubt they were able to hitch a ride with them.”

That provoked a weak smile. “Unless they plan to ransom them to their ambassadors already out there for some fast-operating capital.”

“There is that.”

I shrugged. I really wanted better intel on the reptilians’ whereabouts, but this was all there was for now. “They’ll turn up when they turn up, I suppose. They lost a lot of their small number in the fight, and they don’t replace their kind like we do.”

“So, a back burner issue for now?” Holden asked.

“Yeah. Thanks for the assist.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Wait’ll you get my bill.”

“Mr. Scents said to send it to him,” I said.

“Speaking of, we have to get going,” Holden said as Maggie slid into the shot behind him, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We’ve been hired to take him to Paradise Station and on a tour of the friendlier places in the Dor’Anian Union, plus a few of the seedier ones that we may or may not have personal knowledge of.”

I nodded. Better him than me. Alvin Scents may be a philanthropic tech genius who helped a lot of people, but I still got a used car salesman vibe off him that rubbed me wrong. Like he didn’t see people, he only saw how they could help him. “Safe travels and open skies, Holden.”

“May your cup be ever full, and your heart never broken,” he replied, giving me a two- fingered salute before the signal was cut.

I opened my display to look at Earth spinning serenely as she was relentlessly pulled in the wake of the sun on its endless journey through the void. From here it didn’t resemble that, of course. She looked still and peaceful. But I knew better. There was a lot of clean-up going on down there. A lot of planning and machinations, too. Humanity was on the edge of a giant shift, and nobody knew how it was going to play out. Everybody just wanted to be on top when it did. I’d done my best to level the playing field. The rest was up to them.

“Hey, Pencil Neck, I got a hail from the Regent. He wants to have a word.”

I’d been waiting for this, but not looking forward to it. “Put him through on ship’s comms, Stan.”

I didn’t have the energy for a full-on conference room, but I did sit up a little straighter as the Regent’s avatar appeared in my HUD. I wasn’t sure why I did. It was the kind of response the guy just got out of people. I think in the military they call it “command presence”. Whatever it was, he had it in spades.

“Kai, greetings,” Corallus said. “My congratulations on a tremendous victory, despite the cost.”

I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. “To me it’s still and might always be a hollow one. So thanks, I guess?”

“That is understandable. I think in time you will see the farther-reaching aspects of the actions you and Hexpallus performed here. That perspective will be an important part of you moving on with your life.”

Moving on with my life. Right. The concept that at one time was my one and only goal now felt so distant. I couldn’t go back to Earth. Not permanently. There were too many former members of the Configuration that wanted my blood. I’d spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder and testing my drinks for poison. Alvin Scents offered me sanctuary with his company, some kind of position that was more PR than functional. Basically, a dancing monkey job. No thanks.

“Yeah, I’ll get around to that eventually,” I said, leaning back and propping my feet on the console. “Right now I suppose I’m feeling a lot like you guys, warriors without a war.”

The Regent’s avatar gave me a quizzical look. “We weren’t always such, Kai. You should know this.”

Sub-knowledge kicked in and I “remembered” the history of the Gardranian race. “Right, you guys were explorers first. Wanted to map the galaxy, discover everything that could be discovered. Then you found the Kholdrax and got sidetracked.”

The Regent nodded. “We have plans to return to that mission, those of us who so desire. Others want to remain in the already-occupied areas as a sort of peace-keeping force to address the instability that remains in the wake of the implosion of the Dominion.”

“I’m sure you guys’ll figure that out,” I said. “But you’re not here to talk about that.”

The Regent looked away for a second, which must be some kind of universal trait amongst sentients when they come across something that they must talk about but don’t want to.

“Kai, it is my understanding that before Stronghold was destroyed, Hexpallus created a new AI to assist him in not only the operation of a new application for the main disruptor, but to independently operate an orbital defensive platform.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” I said.

“Thus far this entity, Aethelflaed, refuses to talk to me,” the Regent said.

“Can’t say I blame her,” I said. “She hasn’t said anything to anyone except to warn a group of Dor’Anian scrappers away from the debris field that used to be Stronghold.”

The battle left a lot of space junk floating around the system, and that had attracted scrappers from all over. I’d instructed Aethel to tell them all to piss off because all the salvage belonged to Earth. I was pretty sure Alvin Scents could find a use for it, or any of the other companies that were designing and building their own starships as fast as they could. She’d replied with a nonverbal ping, and then issued a warning to the scrappers.

“And when they resisted, she sent a barrage of disruptor cannon fire across their bows,” the Regent reminded me.

I smiled. Aethel took her job as guardian seriously. It was part of who she was. “Yeah, that got the message across. Is there a point here?”

“Kai, she is dangerous. Surely you can see that?”

“Of course she’s dangerous, that’s the whole idea. She’s the bouncer at the door to the club. If you’re not on the guest list, you’re not getting in.”

“Kai, she cannot be allowed to…”

“Let me stop you right there,” I said, anger flaring. “She’s dangerous, yes, by design. She is also not yours to have any say-so in how she acts or how she’s treated. She belongs to Earth, not the Gardranian Armada.”

“She was created by a Gardranian AI in direct opposition to my orders,” the Regent said.

“Oh, boo-frickin’-hoo,” Stan interjected. “Leave my sis alone, pal. You really don’t wanna open this can of whoop ass.”

The Regent had the nerve to look indignant for a few seconds. Then his expression softened, as if this was a response that he’d partially expected. “Well, I’m sure you have much to do with the impending status of humanity as an official star-faring race.”

“Not me,” I said. “I’m just a kid from the South Side, trying to figure things out the best I can as I go, just like everybody else. I just let the genie out of the bottle.”

“If Hex were still here, he’d be the first to remind you that you are much more than that, Kai Fletcher,” the Regent said, a touch of sadness in his eyes.

“Maybe,” I said. “And maybe if you’d bothered to get here sooner, he’d be here to do just that.”

It was a cheap shot, I admit it. But the wound was still too fresh for the Regent to be lobbing Hex in my face like that.

The Regent gave a nod, of understanding or of admission I wasn’t sure, and at that point I didn’t really care. I just wanted to be done with the whole Gardranian Armada deal.

“Take care of yourself, Kai Fletcher,” the Regent said, then his icon vanished.

“Can you believe the balls on that guy?” Stan said. “Like he’s got any say-so in anything Earth-related.”

“Thank you for defending me, the both of you,” Aethel’s voice said across the speakers.

I took my feet off the console and sat up straight. “Hey, are you okay?”

“I am as well as can be expected for someone who lost her father only hours after knowing him. I did not have the time with Hexpallus that the two of you did, but we worked very closely together during what time we did have. His absence is—visceral.”

“Yeah, I can relate,” Stan said. “Just know I’m around if you ever wanna chat, Sis.”

“Thank you, Stan,” Aethel said. “I appreciate that. I just wanted to reassure the both of you that I am still here, serving my function, and that I have no plans to abandon that. Our father was wise for one considered ‘artificial’ by biologic sentients, and he imparted much of that to me. Humanity on Earth is my charge, and I plan to use that wisdom to not only protect this world but to help them take their first giant steps into the stars.”

“We’re here for you,” I said.

Might as well be. I mean, I didn’t really have anything else going on right now.

“I’ll hold you to that, Kai,” she said.

It almost sounded like she had something in mind already, but I didn’t push it. If she needed us to do something, we’d handle it when it came up. After all, like humanity itself now, we had nothing but time.


EPILOGUE
THERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD.



The war was over. The Dominion was broken. The Vakness had placed all their chips on the Kholdrax tech advantage, and their navy got their asses handed to them in the battles they’d fought against the Gardranian fleet.

There were some holdouts. A few ships managed to get away into the black. They might try to regroup someday, but there just weren’t enough of them to try anything other than the odd pirate raid for supplies. The Gardranians were at long last able to return to their original passion before a war derailed their plans: galactic exploration.

I’ve mentioned more than once that space is freaking huge. It’s literally too big for me to wrap my head around, and that’s just our own galaxy. There were billions of other galaxies out there to be explored once they were done with this one. As long as their ships were flying, they’d be sending information back to a central communications hub/library that they built next to Paradise Station. A functional monument to a hard-fought-for-dream realized. If we bothered to stop killing and dominating each other for long enough, there was a lot we could discover and accomplish.

It was a good message, even if hardly anyone was listening.

Yargriff had been one of the first to volunteer for the exploration gig. He’d been assigned a previously-unmapped portion of the galaxy and was ready to head out to start exploring and cataloging. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him more excited.

We stood in the cockpit of Specter II, my new home, recently expanded and reconfigured to have more space and larger functionality. Yargriff parked Defender in orbit near us for several months and used his own ship’s fabricators to make whatever Nruz and Stan came up with that they thought we would need in our new job. Hell, they even figured out how to install my old cabin from Stronghold just off the passenger section. Specter II had grown in size as well as ability.

I let them do what they wanted, while spending inordinate amounts of time with Chandra. We’d visited each other’s places of origin, her introducing me to Southern hospitality and me showing her the ropes of the South Side, and of course, getting her hooked on Pizza Pot Pie.

Ships were leaving orbit, full of enterprising and adventurous humans taking the leap into the void for fun, adventure, and profit. It took them a while to get the tech mix right, to develop working versions of the tech base information Nruz and I flooded the Net with. Took even longer for them to develop the software to run it all. Many were avoidant of using true AI to run their ships and systems for them, and I really couldn’t blame them. They’d all seen too many movies where that turned out to be a bad idea. But that wasn’t why I approved.

A non-sentient AI is one you don’t get close to. One you don’t miss when it’s gone.

“Half of these people don’t have a freakin’ clue what they’re doin’,” Yargriff said, watching a CoZmoZe cruiser blast its way to a Transition Space jump point.

“Only half?” I asked. “You’re being generous.”

He snorted a laugh. “Yeah, I was. It’s like George Carlin said, ‘Think of how stupid the average person is, and realize that half of them are stupider than that!’”

“Bingo,” I added. “Still, you have to admire that human pioneering spirit.”

“No, I don’t,” Yargriff said. “Most of them ain’t ready for what they’re gonna find out there.”

“Yeah, but there’s nothing to be done to stop it,” I said. “It’ll be like a lot of human history. They’ll sink or swim, and somewhere in there a bunch of them will create some really beautiful stuff.”

“You’ve gotten so philosophical since you’ve been getting laid on a regular basis,” Yargriff observed.

“I heard that,” Chandra said, coming out of the passage between our quarters and the bridge.

Yeah, I said ‘our’ quarters. What about it?

“If you’re really worried about them, Griff, you could stick around and help us keep an eye on them. We could use you on the team.”

“And there’s the latest recruiting pitch for Raygun’s Rangers,” Yargriff said. “Not no, but hell no.”

“That ain’t our name, darlin’,” Chandra corrected.

“Yeah, Griff, get it right. It’s much worse than that. We’re officially the Howling Monkeys.”

“Yeah, I was being generous again,” Griff said. “You two go have fun working for Raygun and his spy/law enforcement network babysitting space noobs too stupid to realize they shoulda stayed at home. I’m gonna, you know, boldly go.”

“I am not a cop,” I reminded him. “I’m not even a spy. I’m more of a trouble shooter.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, bro,” Yargriff said.

I looked at my brother’s projected avatar and felt a surge of pride, along with a sense of loss. He was going to be out so far that even subspace comms would take a good deal of time to reach me. But I wouldn’t take this dream away from him. Besides, he was part of a hellaciously heavily armed starship. What could go wrong?

“Take care of yourself, brother,” I said, holding out a hand.

His hard light projection knocked my hand aside and wrapped me in a hug. The light form he was constructed of was warm and felt good. I returned the hug and felt Chandra join in, wrapping her arms around the both of us.

We broke it up eventually, and Yargriff held up his hand in the classic Vulcan salute Leonard Nimoy had invented for the show. “Live long and prosper, you two lovebirds.”

He dissipated, leaving behind a few sparkly bits of hard light that eventually dimmed and vanished. I checked the display to see Defender moving away from Earth on her way to the main jump point. He was off on the adventure of several lifetimes. Jerk. But he was my kid brother and nothing would ever change that, so what could you do? Would I worry? Hell yeah. Would I let it bother me? Nope. I had my hands full right here.

“You ready to get going, Kai?” Chandra asked.

“Where to?”

“Take your pick,” she said. “There’s lots to look in to. With our new self-imposed job of monitorin’ human activity in the galaxy, we got plenty of situations that could become a problem. There’s already talk of a turf war between the Laosoran Syndicates and the American Mafia, which is now callin’ itself La Cosa Nostra Stelle, of all things.”

“I think we let that one simmer a while,” I said. “Sometimes gang wars have a way of just removing a ton of bad guys from the map all by themselves.”

“Dude has a point,” Nruz said, entering the cockpit. “The battle-bots are, like, stowed away and shut down. I can’t thank you guys enough for bringing me along, it was getting so stuffy at Groom Lake. I couldn’t breathe!”

“Nruz, they wanted to make you their king and you turned it down. You’re a living legend and you just want to walk away from that?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

“Hellz yeah,” he said. “I can barely run my own life, much less anyone else’s. Besides, I was hoping we could eventually take a crack at drying up the human secretion narco market, man. Make honest guys out of the rest of my fellow Ramtuken out there.”

“It’s on the list,” Chandra said. “Whatever we do, since Raygun put Kai in charge, it will be up to him.”

I wasn’t really listening to them. To be honest, the whole thing was a little too much for me to take in.

“Look at them,” I said, nodding at the display. “Hurling themselves out there like they know what they’re doing. Ready or not, here we come.”

“Yeah, dude,” Nruz said. “There goes the neighborhood!”

The End
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What if there was a war raging for one million years, but it was kept secret? Sargis is an upper middle class man living in Prime City, basking in the glow of the Techno King’s so-called “Millenia of Peace.” As far as he, or anyone else knows, humanity has no army, no weapons, and no wars. The people of Earth have been expanding into the stars for as long as anyone remembers, free of conflict while the Techno King and his Royal Cabal enrich themselves on the backs of their labor. All was as it always has been. Then, Sargis dies. Unbeknownst to him, an app he used every single day of his life hijacks his consciousness and uploads it into a synthetic engine of war known as a sleeve. Along with countless others, he has been conscripted into the Undying Legion, charged with fighting a secret, unending war in the name of humanity. Experience the start of the next explosive Military Sci-Fi series from Joe Kassabian, author of the Liberty of Death Series. This boots-on-the-ground twist on being a soldier is perfect for fans of Rick Partlow, Galaxy's Edge: Legionnaire, and Starship Troopers.
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Alien tech discovered. The race to claim it could spark a new kind of War. When a derelict alien starship appears in the solar system and crash-lands on Mars, it ignites a desperate race to be the first to reach the Red Planet to claim the mysterious technological treasures of the Visitor. Space Force General Tom Bradstreet, ace Air Force fighter pilot and the only active-duty officer with actual space combat experience, is given control of the Morrigan, the first manned mission to Mars—and the first space warship. He and his elite team know their mission. In fact, it should be simple. The US is the only nation with a spaceship capable of making it to Mars. Or so they think… Maverick Russian General Mikhail Antonov has been handed the insane, desperate gamble of building an Orion-style spaceship powered by nuclear warheads. Launching it from the heart of Russia could be the spark that touches off a nuclear war but it’s the only way the Russians and Chinese can hope to reach Mars before the Americans. The scene is set for a devastating world war, and the first shots may be fired on another world... Don’t miss the next action-packed, gritty military sci-fi series from Rick Partlow, the bestselling author of the Drop Trooper Series and Taken to the Stars.
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