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      They say you don’t dream in stasis.

      They say the process cuts off all mental activity, shutting down the conscious and unconscious mind until the body is revived again at its destination years or decades later.

      They say that after you are put under, your first glimmerings of brain activity don’t occur until the timer reaches zero, sending an impulse to the autohypos to inject you with the chemical cocktail that washes out the previous chemicals that has held you inanimate. Slowly, over the course of ten minutes, you wake up.

      Until then, they say, you are as unthinking and as unfeeling as a corpse.

      Like with everything else, they were wrong.

      You do dream in stasis, or at least I did.

      I dreamt of the Greenhouse Museum.

      The Greenhouse Museum stands at the heart of the North American East Coast Megalopolis, a conglomeration of what used to be New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Toronto, and several smaller cities whose names are known only to historians.

      It stands on a high hill to get above the worst of the smog. If you’re lucky enough to get a ticket, you enter through a broad gate of green glass sculpted to look like vines, and enter an echoing front hall painted in soothing greens and blues. Men and women separate to go to the locker rooms, where everyone showers and puts on the clean garments offered by the museum staff. All dirt and stink from the city is left behind. In the Greenhouse Museum, everyone is clean and pure.

      People gather in the second hall and are allowed inside the greenhouse in small groups. No rushing crowds like at concerts or art exhibitions. Here everything is placid, unhurried. Your ticket lasts the entire day.

      You pass out of the second hall through a double set of doors and into … paradise.

      It’s the only way I can describe it.

      Sensations washed over me like a tidal wave. A confusion of greens and reds and yellows, a heavy humidity, and a deep breath of moist, clean air. I had never breathed so deeply in my life.

      The woman and I stopped and stared, holding each other’s hands. The entrance area is a broad open space that can hold lots of people. They designed it that way because everyone who comes in stops and stares. For several minutes none of the visitors stepped onto any of the paths.

      A sign told us this was the ecozone called “jungle.” It took some time for our eyes to adjust to the overwhelming sensations. After a while, I could make out individual plants, things called vines and ferns and flowers. I had seen these things before, of course, in pictures or in sad little pots in office buildings, but seeing them come out of rich, dark soil in such abundance made them unrecognizable at first.

      At last, we stepped onto one of the paths, moving slowly, looking all around us. To this day I can’t really describe my feelings from that morning—a strange mixture of awe and sadness. This stuff had once grown across half of South America and large swathes of Africa and Asia? It was hard to believe. We walked for a long time along the meandering paths, but the awe—and the sadness—did not fade.

      There were other ecozones too—desert and prairie, tundra and coniferous forest. I loved them all, but we both found ourselves going back to the jungle for another look.

      In my stasis dream I couldn’t remember her name. Now in my waking state I can’t either. Just some chick I took out to impress with my big bankroll and connections. You needed both to get into the Greenhouse Museum.

      My original plan was to make a move in some isolated spot. Lots of couples did that. But all that nature, after a lifetime of living in cramped apartments and breathing badly filtered air in a megalopolis, made me forget. And now I can’t even remember the name of the person I shared the best day of my life with.

      Her name doesn’t matter. She’s long dead. They’re all dead.

      But I hope, more than anything else in this filthy galaxy, that the Greenhouse Museum still stands.

      I don’t know how long I dreamed about that wonderful place. I suppose dreams take longer in stasis. Each fragment of memory sluggishly passing through the brain to link up with other memories, slowly building up into scenes, old conversations, faces. My dream may have lasted years. Maybe I started dreaming right after they put me under, and dreamed the entire fifty years I lay in the stasis pod, moving only when the internal adjusters adjusted my position every few hours through that long voyage so I wouldn’t get bed sores. Maybe I dreamed all the way through the Oort Cloud and out past the edge of the solar system, my mind reveling in lush green jungles and rich air as my ship shot into interstellar space, getting up to 20x light speed as it hurtled toward its distant destination.

      I know I was still dreaming that dream when the stasis pod began to revive me. I know that because in my dream I still stood in the jungle when I began to hear gunfire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Gunfire! My mind and body kicked into action, all the old reflexes coming back.

      Or at least they tried to.

      I wanted to spring out of my stasis pod and throw myself down onto the floor in order to get some shelter between my pod and the one next to it, and then look around to get a handle on the situation.

      Instead I just flailed around like an epileptic, my hand thumping against the top of the pod as it opened with a hiss and lifted.

      I could barely see it. My eyes, opening for the first time in fifty years – at least according to the readout on the stasis pod – blinked at the cold white light of the stasis hall. Everything was blurry. My hand a mass of flesh-colored fuzz, the top of the stasis pod barely seen.

      More gunfire, closer this time. I had to get my shit together. Fast.

      I tried to rub my eyes. One hand hit my forehead. The other missed my face completely. I blinked, willing my vision to focus.

      At last it did, and I was able to get my arms and legs organized enough to turn and get up on one elbow. I nearly faceplanted into the side of the stasis pod, but I managed it.

      My pod stood in a large hall set off an even larger one. In both, hundreds of stasis pods, sleek steel coffins with domed glassteel tops, stood in orderly rows beneath a low metal ceiling. Mine was the only one open in this hall, the section reserved for security personnel and soldiers. From what I could see of the larger hall, the one for colonists and low-level techs, several were open.

      Another burst of fire. Someone cheered. Another voice laughed, long and loud and sadistic.

      Several figures rushed into the room. As my eyes tried to focus on them, they spread out around my hall. They were all dressed in the uniform jumpsuits of the crew of the Ark Ship Nansen. Some wore the red of technicians. Others had on the green of scientists. Others wore the khaki of colonists.

      Colonists? Who’d woken them up so soon?

      Who woke me up?

      A man in a red technician’s jumpsuit, the badge on his shoulder showing him to be an electrician first class, rushed up to me.

      “Comrade! So good to see we infiltrated security, too. Let me help you.”

      He grabbed me under the shoulders and started hauling me out of the pod.

      My mind raced. Comrade? Was he a rebel?

      The high-pitched buzz of a flechette gun made me look over my shoulder. A man in a green scientist’s jumpsuit was pouring fire through the glassteel top of a stasis pod nearby, the titanium spikes punching through the thin cover and pulping the face underneath. The diagnostic panel on the side of the pod went haywire, showing bars of red. I saw his name: Captain Thomas Briggs. One of the other security officers. I’d gone through orientation with him. Loved volleyball. Not anymore.

      Their hobbies. For some reason I always remembered their hobbies. The guy in basic training who had loved researching old football teams that hadn’t existed for a century. The man in my first platoon who carved little figurines out of wood. Briggs with his volleyball.

      Sometimes I didn’t remember their names or even their faces, but I always remembered their hobbies. All those little enthusiasms, those fun little obsessions that took their minds away from the burden of living. All snuffed out along with their lives.

      The man helping me set me on my feet. I swayed, then leaned against my stasis pod.

      “We’ll make a clean sweep, comrade. Humanity will finally get it right!”

      Then I knew. These guys were Biospherists, a radical environmental group who thought the only way to save humanity was to vastly reduce the population and go back to being simple farmers with virtually no industry or technology. How the hell had they infiltrated the crew? And how did they wake up early?

      And more to the point, why did I?

      More flechette guns went off around me. More of my colleagues died.

      The man standing before me, his face alight with joy, handed me a flechette gun. It was a small, cheap model. Not standard issue on the ship.

      “From the cache,” he said. “Get to work, comrade.”

      I did. I shot him right through the gut.

      Back to this again.

      Those flechettes felt like they were going through me, not him.

      As he doubled over, his abdomen spewing blood onto my bare feet, I grabbed his gun and spun on the scientist who had killed Briggs.

      He never knew what hit him. A burst punctured his skull, throwing him forward to drape over the punctured glassteel dome, slowly sliding down its curved surface and leaving a trail of blood and brains before crumpling to the floor.

      I got two more in rapid succession before they realized what was happening.

      That’s when they turned on me—a pair of technicians on the other side of the hall and one in a pilot’s suit just coming in to see what the fuss was about.

      I fired at the pilot first. Obviously going to have the best reflexes. Even now he was ducking behind a stasis pod to get some cover. My shot went high.

      Smart move on his part, except the dumbass took cover only one row over. All I had to do was crouch, leap to the next row, and get a clear snapshot at him from only twenty meters.

      This guy didn’t have much combat training. Must have been a transport pilot.

      He’d be dead in two seconds. I ducked and moved to the side.

      My body wasn’t ready for that yet. The sudden movement made my head spin and I tripped over my feet and crumpled to the deck.

      Good thing too, because one of the technicians took an unaimed shot at me, flechettes whishing through the air all around. Spraying and praying is what we called it in the army. Good enough at this range.

      Unless you’re firing on someone who had just been given a sudden lesson in the recovery of large motor skills after half a century in stasis …

      Interesting. My mind had cleared quickly, and much of my hand-eye coordination, but now I found myself crawling to my firing spot like some end-of-the-binge drunk. I chalked it up more to muscular atrophy and stiffness than actual loss of motor skills. I hoped none of the Biospherists caught a glimpse of my shameful state. Maybe they’d put my disappearing act down to lightning reflexes and top combat training.

      Those better come back soon, I thought.

      I glanced around the corner, leading with the gun, only to spot the pilot ducking back.

      A footstep to my right made me turn. One of the techs thought he could sneak up on me. Instead he exposed the upper half of his body at close range.

      My flechettes tore into his face and shoulder, stitching a bloody hem through flesh. He screamed and fired, his body pirouetting, his shots tinking into the bulkhead at the far end of the hall. I hoped the flechettes would embed themselves like they were designed to do and not start ricocheting around the hall. They’d puncture half a dozen stasis pods the way that guy was squeezing off his dying shot.

      Instinct made me duck back, the motion clumsy and ending with me slamming the back of my head against a stasis pod.

      At least my instincts had fully woken up. A blur of flechettes passed through the space I had occupied a moment before.

      My friend the pilot. Time to take him out.

      I fumbled my way two rows over, caught a glimpse of the second technician, and crouched in silence for a moment.

      The silence was broken by a moan from the man I had shot. None of my flechettes had punctured the skull, just soft tissue.

      Damn, my aim hadn’t returned as quickly as I’d hoped.

      A soft movement to my left; a louder one to my right. Motherfuckers were trying a pincer movement on me.

      I edged right, trying to buy myself time by putting some distance between me and the pilot. The noise of my movement was masked by more moans from that poor bastard I had put into misery but hadn’t yet put out of it. I hoped that wouldn’t draw more people from the main hall. The firing was continuous out there, punctuated by barked commands and triumphant shouts. If I was lucky, they wouldn’t be able to hear what was going on in here over the sounds of their own bloodbath.

      Not that I had been getting much luck so far today. I’d woken up in the middle of a fucking warzone. I’d signed up to get away from all that, to find some peace far, far away from the dying Earth.

      I crawled around a corner and almost bumped into the technician. He yelped, fumbled with his gun, and I gave him a long burst, not trusting my aim even at this close distance.

      I should have put a little more trust in myself, because that one wasted second let the pilot maneuver into position, getting in the right row to get a clear shot at me from about thirty meters.

      Now the flechette pistol is a short-range weapon only, designed for fighting in urban and in-ship environments. The light titanium darts begin to wobble a bit at around thirty meters. Add the fact that I was half behind a pod and the pilot being a bit jumpy, and I had about a fifty-fifty chance of not dying as he pulled the trigger.

      Turned out I got the middle outcome. The first flechettes screeched along the metal base of the stasis pod by my head, thin cuts appearing in the blink of an eye. Then I felt the sharp sting as one punctured my right forearm. Another went through my right shoulder, tearing a cry from my throat.

      Good thing I’m left handed.

      I leveled my pistol and gave him a long burst. In the half second it took for my burst to find center, another flechette grazed my cheek and my right hand spasmed as one pierced a knuckle.

      The pilot did a dance as my burst tore through his core, his arms flailing, his pistol falling to the deck with a clang. Briefly I wondered what his hobby had been.

      Focus. I shoved that thought aside and staggered to my feet, hurrying over to the wounded technician just as he began to shout a warning to whoever was still firing out in the main crew stasis hall.

      A quick shot to the head cut that off short.

      For a moment I stood over his body. No one else came running into the security hall. The firing continued outside of it, although what little I could see of the main hall was unoccupied.

      I checked my gun, actually focusing on it for the first time. A basic compact already half out of ammo. Cheap to buy on the black market, easy to conceal, but basically a piece of shit compared to the hardware I was accustomed to.

      Good enough to kill a bunch of helpless people in stasis, though.

      Ignoring the searing pain in my knuckle, so bad I could barely feel the other hits, and with blood dripping down my right side, I got my legs working enough to take me to the entrance and peek out.

      The stasis halls in the Ark Ship Nansen were laid out by branch of service. The largest hall, with some five hundred pods, was for the general crew—technicians and pilots and that sort of thing. Off that were four smaller rooms for medical, security, advanced science, and command. Security, my branch, had a hundred pods. As I looked around in shock, I noticed about a third had been taken out before I’d woken up and joined the party. I still didn’t know why I had woken up when clearly I wasn’t supposed to. Maybe the Biospherist hacker who had planted a code to wake up his comrades on the colony ship had fucked up and added my pod too.

      That was fine, because that meant I, along with about two-thirds of security, was still alive.

      It also meant that these terrorist fuckheads would assume I was one of them.

      Point One in my favor, assuming I could keep them from seeing I was wounded. That would be a bit hard to explain.

      Point Two in my favor was no one from security was a Biospherist. No other pod had opened, and the guy who helped me to my feet was surprised anyone from security was on their side at all. I remembered the Biospherists worked in cells, no individual knowing more than a few others so they couldn’t blow the whole operation under torture.

      Point Three in my favor was … I couldn’t think of another point.

      I peeked out into the main hall and found a massacre. At least a quarter of the pods had been destroyed. The last of the Biospherists were just leaving, moving into the command hall.

      Those bastards would want to take out everyone in there. Probably take out some of advanced science too.

      But why? Why infiltrate a colony ship hundreds of light years from Earth?

      No time to think about that now. A roar of flechette fire told me command was being slaughtered.

      I grabbed a second flechette pistol from a fallen terrorist.

      Time to roll.
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      My legs cooperated this time, and although my sprint toward the command stasis hall was more of a fast, lurching walk, I got there without tripping over my legs and falling on my face.

      I was recovering.

      I came at the entrance at an angle, to minimize the number of Biospherists inside who would be able to see my approach. Even so, I could see a few moving down the rows, systematically sending bursts through the domes to kill the occupants. One stopped to reload. The cheap little guns they had, with their short range and small magazines, were slowing down the slaughter.

      Even so, if I didn’t act now, I’d end up the only loyal crewman on this ship.

      I stepped into view, keeping my body and face turned so hopefully they wouldn’t see the ruin of my right arm or the graze on my cheek. One or two of the Biospherists glanced my direction, registering surprise at my black security jumpsuit, but like the guy who had helped me out of my stasis pod, they all assumed I was one of them and got back to their one-sided battle.

      Not one-sided anymore.

      I aimed at a cluster of the bastards, half a dozen men and, sadly, a couple of women.

      I don’t like killing women and I’ve never killed one who wasn’t about to kill me first. Still, it left a sick feeling in my stomach.

      A focused burst ripped through them, the technicians and junior scientists twisting and falling, their screams mingling with the deadly, incessant whir of my pistol.

      That whole group went down. I managed to pick off two more individuals before everyone else had taken cover and fire began to come my way.

      I ducked back behind the protection of the steel doorway. A steady pinging told me dozens of flechettes were burying themselves into the steel.

      In my brief scan of the room, I’d seen about twenty Biospherists still standing. No way I could take on that many now that I’d lost the element of surprise.

      I jogged away, heading for the security supply room. First I had to get to the far end of the main stasis hall, then down a couple of corridors and through a sealed door.

      I only got halfway across the main stasis hall before the terrorists came pouring out of the security stasis hall. Flechettes shot through the air all around me, thunking into the stasis pods to my left and right. I ducked down under cover and kept going.

      Making it to the corridor, I gave them a burst to slow them down. It looked like the whole group of them had come after me. Twenty against one. Great. I’d faced worse odds, but not recently, and especially not while recovering from the effects of fifty years in stasis.

      But at least I’d stopped the slaughter of the Nansen’s command structure. For now, anyway. The officers were the usual mix—a fair number of assholes, a few good ones, and the rest somewhere in the middle. Even the assholes didn’t deserve to get their brains torn apart in their sleep. They’d signed on to get a new life, and every single one of them deserved a chance at that.

      So did I.

      I hurried down the corridor, rounding a corner and nearly bumping into a technician wearing a computer services badge. He had a pistol, but it was holstered.

      “You hacked into the mainframe yet?” I asked, taking a chance.

      “Almost there. What’s that shouting?”

      My question had caught him off guard, but the look of concern that he had when he had rounded the corner came back. He took in my wounds and his hand went for his pistol.

      A quick shot to the head stopped that. His body slumped against the wall, and fell, almost in slow motion, leaving a trail of blood down the steel structure.

      I kept running.

      The sounds of pursuit grew louder. These people had obviously come out of stasis a few minutes before me and were fully recovered. I went around another corner, misjudged the distance and slammed my wounded arm against the metal wall.

      Crap.

      I cried out as pain laced through my body like a lightning strike, giving away my position. Not that it made any difference. I was leaving a trail of blood that anyone could follow.

      Once around the corner I stopped, took up position, and shot the first guy to come into view.

      The others ducked back out of sight.

      That would slow them down, but not for long.

      I picked up speed, stumbling a bit but getting up to something approximating a run.

      The security storeroom was around the next corner and at the end of a long corridor. I passed several other doors, all closed, to labs and storage compartments. The Nansen was huge, designed to take 50,000 colonists to a new world. The ship was the pride of the Global Government, one of a fleet of the greatest ships ever created.

      And I was the only one around here who didn’t want to hijack it.

      If the Biospherists had enough savvy to infiltrate the crew and hide a cache of weapons, they’d have a comm system. I kicked myself for not rifling the computer tech’s dead body when I had the chance. I had a feeling there were other groups scattered around the ship—people hacking into the mainframe, people trying to get on the command deck, people checking out the engine room.

      They’d all be converging on me now.

      I rounded the last corner, managing not to smack my useless arm this time, and saw the door to the security storeroom at a dead end fifty meters ahead. Sounds of pursuit grew louder behind me. I picked up speed, tripped, righted myself at the last instant, and kept going. The entrance to the storeroom was isolated and exposed so a sentry could stand there and not be surprised. Unfortunately, that meant that if I didn’t get my butt down there quick, I’d have a whole crowd of terrorists blasting away at me while I was punching in the key code.

      And that’s exactly what happened.

      Just as I made the end of the corridor and had to drop my gun to punch in the code on the panel beside the steel door, the first of the Biospherists came around the corner.

      I jabbed my finger on ENTER. Two guys dropped to one knee and aimed. The door slid open. They fired.

      I was leaping through the door before it had opened a third of the way. I gasped as a flechette punctured my side, thrusting through my back and out my front before burying itself in a far wall.

      I twisted, staggered, and slammed my hand on the emergency close button. The door stopped before it had gotten halfway open, and whisked shut with a loud bang.

      The click of it locking was the sweetest sound I had ever heard in my life.

      My head spun. I leaned against the door, pain almost overcoming me, blood from my fresh wound soaking the bottom half of my jumpsuit. There might have been a bit of piss mixed with that. I tried not to think about it.

      Move or die.

      The old words of my sergeant from the last war came back to me. We were pinned down as rebel artillery fire pounded our position. My platoon was trapped in a ravine. Safe enough from the fire but no way out. Our sergeant had been trying to get us to charge for a line of trees that offered far less shelter but a chance to flank the enemy.

      You think they ain’t coming? Sergeant Turner shouted at us, sweat pouring down his black face. They’re pinning us down until the infantry arrives and then they’ll rake this ravine with small arms fire. Move or die.

      We moved. Half of us died anyway. But Sergeant Turner had been right. Rebel infantry flanked our old position just two minutes after we vacated it.

      Move or die.

      I turned and surveyed the storage room. Racks of flechette rifles stood to my left, and beyond them heavier weapons that I didn’t dare try to use inside a starship. There was also a rack of taser weapons that could be set to a killing voltage. I passed those over. While they did less damage to surrounding panels and equipment, a flechette rifle was far better at subduing a large crowd.

      But first, I needed some protection.

      I stumbled to my right to a row of combat suits, my vision beginning to grow dark around the edges from loss of blood before I found the one with my name on it, hanging just where I had left it as we passed Pluto fifty years ago and prepared for our interstellar sleep.

      The Type VII Personal Combat Suit was a technological step above the tougher but clumsier mechs seen on the battlefield. Designed for personal security, in-ship combat, and urban environments where speed and stealth were more important than heavy armor and overwhelming firepower, they were form-fitted to each individual and included high-grade sensors, impact and puncture resistant skin, and most importantly, a personal medikit.

      As I stepped into my suit and tucked my wounded arm into the right sleeve, I hoped it also featured a fifty-year shelf life.

      I zipped the suit closed, clicked on the helmet, and the holographic display screen blinked to life. All functions showed the blue of normal performance, but my personal health screen was a mass of baleful red. Text began to flow before my eyes detailing all my grievous bodily wounds. I felt a series of slight jabs on my abdomen, hand, and arm as the suit injected nanites and set them to work healing my internal injuries. I gasped in relief as coagulant cream washed over my wounds and local anesthetic took away my agony.

      More lines of text gave me estimated recovery times for the various injuries. I ignored them. They wouldn’t be relevant unless I survived the next hour. The only line I read was the one in boldface at the end.

      RECOMMENDED ACTION: CALL MEDICAL BACKUP IMMEDIATELY. TWELVE HOURS COMPLETE REST, LIGHT DUTY FOR THREE DAYS.

      Yeah, right.

      I walked across the room, my head feeling light and my steps uncertain. While the suit helped with movement and reflexes, it was useless unless the person inside it could actually keep his shit together. I’d lost too much blood and had come out of stasis far too recently to be assured of anything close to that.

      “Medikit, inject combat stim.”

      I had read somewhere that it was dangerous to take stims within twenty-four hours of waking from stasis and I had only been up for—what?—twenty minutes?

      I guessed I’d just have to be a medical experiment.

      A soothing female voice rang inside my helmet.

      “Sensors suggest your body is unable to take combat stim at this time. Is combat necessary?”

      “Far too often,” I muttered dryly. “Give me the damn stim.”

      A prick in my left arm, and the whole world lit. Energy coursed through my veins, the sluggishness and clumsiness of my muscles vanished. My senses heightened, and I took in the tactical situation within a beat of my racing heart.

      I was outnumbered, cornered, and short on time, but I had a strong advantage in weapons and training.

      A loud hiss from the doorway caught my attention. The brilliant blue tongue of a blowtorch poked through a spot near the locking mechanism.

      Well, that was quick.

      I should not underestimate my enemy. They had no doubt been planning this for years, and I just got caught napping. Literally.

      I bounded over to the weapons wrack and grabbed a rifle, then realized I couldn’t wield it effectively with only one arm.

      Fuck.

      Tossing the rifle aside, I hitched three flechette pistols to the belt of my combat suit. They were better models than the black market ones my enemies had—more accurate, more powerful, and most importantly, they had bigger magazines.

      Next I opened a case of stun grenades and tucked several into a carrying pouch on my left side. Gripping one, I hurried over to the door and hit the open button with my elbow.

      A cry of surprise sounded from the other side as the door slid aside. The guy with the blowtorch had the presence of mind to aim it at me. I jumped back, lobbed the stun grenade over his head, and ducked behind the shelter of the doorway. My combat suit had force reducers, but the direct impact of a stun grenade at a range of all of one meter would be too much even for this miracle of technology. Physics can only be pushed so far.

      A hollow thud and two bodies flying into the room told me what physics did to people who didn’t have protection. They landed a full three meters in the room, and would have gone farther if they hadn’t smacked into a weapons rack. My helmet kept my eardrums from bursting, but even with the sound dampeners it was uncomfortably loud.

      The door slid the rest of the way open. My first sight was a guy at my feet with his head pulped in. Must have been blown straight into the doorjamb. Beyond him were half a dozen more, all unconscious and lying in a tangled heap, blood running from their ears. The blowtorch sat on its side, its flame touching nothing but air. Most of the Biospherists weren’t dead, except for the guy who hit the doorjamb and a woman with a twisted neck who had obviously hit the wall wrong. The rest wouldn’t be any trouble for a while.

      I couldn’t say the same for the five Biospherists farther down the hall. They were a good thirty meters away and while the two in front had been knocked off balance by the tail end of the blast in the contained space of the corridor, they were recovering quickly.

      Not quickly enough. I whipped out a pistol and gave them a long burst, moving my aim back and forth a bit to bathe the corridor in dozens of titanium darts. The deadly needles cut through all of them. I might have felt bad for that, but remembered that a few minutes ago they’d been executing innocent colonists and crew as they slept. These were not good people and they didn’t deserve any mercy. Besides, what was I going to do—take prisoners? No, mercy would end up with my head filled with flechettes, and that would be a death warrant for the surviving crew. So I did what I had to. Unfortunately, not quite quickly enough.

      A woman at the back, her body splotched with red and falling to her knees, shouted, “Long live nature!” and directed a burst at me.

      The flechettes hit me square in the chest. The fabric tensed as the force made me take a step back. I paused, watched the woman fall to her face and drop her gun, and then I looked down at my chest.

      Seven flechettes stuck to my chest armor, now suddenly rigid, in a tight cluster.

      Good shot, I thought. If I hadn’t been wearing this, I’d be a dead man.

      I could still be a dead man.

      I gave each of the prone forms at my feet a short burst to the head. Cruel? Yes. Necessary? Sadly so. I didn’t want these guys waking up and coming at me from behind while I cleared the rest of the ship. Not the way that chick shot. Some of these people had obviously spent some time on the firing range.

      As I walked back into the the security storeroom, tossing aside my now empty pistol and plucking the flechettes out of my chest armor, I said, “Computer. Locate all other animate life forms on the ship.”

      A map appeared before my eyes, showing a schematic of the Ark Ship Nansen. It was a vast construction, some two kilometers long and 500 meters wide. The main section was a rectangular body, its exterior studded with weapons. A tower two-thirds of the way back made it look a bit like an old-time aircraft carrier. Several red arrows pointed to key locations in the ship.

      All but one of those red arrows was converging on me.

      I had been right; the guys who chased me from the stasis hall had called for backup.

      Judging from their vectors, they were coming from engineering, astronavigation, and the science center.

      The one red arrow that did not move pointed directly at the command deck.

      I needed to get up there and stop whatever it was they were trying to do. But first I had to get rid of those gangs coming my way.

      Time to go hunting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The last Biospherist went down in a hail of flechettes. Nabbing these guys had been ridiculously easy. They were running around the ship blind, while the security computer told me exactly where they were. Setting up ambushes was a piece of cake. Good thing none of those assholes had security clearance. If they had managed to hack the ship’s mainframe, I might have found the odds flipping back away from my favor.

      Now to find out what was going on on the command deck. That final red arrow on my readout still pointed there. The computer told me there were three life signs. They hadn’t budged this entire time.

      I sprinted down endless hallways, the stims giving me far more energy than I had any right to have given my condition. I knew I’d pay for it later, assuming I got a later. Right now I had a job to do.

      My right arm still dangled helplessly at my side. The stims couldn’t do shit about that, and the nanites would take hours to repair the damage.

      Sensors told me there were three individuals standing at the main interface on the command deck, no doubt trying to hack it. No one was on guard at the door or the corridor that led to it. They either thought I was farther away than I actually was or they thought that if they finished doing whatever they were doing I would cease to be a threat.

      I didn’t like that second possibility, and sadly I figured that was the more likely one. I picked up speed.

      I found the door to the command center locked.

      “Computer, open this door. Captain Mitch Ayers, security code B7815GHT.”

      “Door is locked due to command center emergency. You are not of sufficient rank to open this door.”

      “I’m the only security officer awake!”

      “You are not of sufficient rank to open this door.”

      I hate computers. Something about them being smarter and stupider than me at the same time really rubs me the wrong way.

      Then I got an idea.

      “Computer, scan security stasis pods and give me a list of all officers of higher rank than me, in descending order.”

      Nothing like kicking a problem upstairs. I could use a break.

      “There are no officers of higher rank than you alive.”

      I paused, my blood running cold.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “The life signs of all of your superior officers have recently been terminated.”

      Well, that was one way to put it.

      “Then I’m head of security,” I said, my mouth going dry.

      “That is correct, Commander Ayers.”

      “Then open the fucking door.”

      The door slid open. Did I mention I hate computers?

      Three very surprised Biospherists stood at the main interface terminal, a long, slanted table covered in touchscreens. The guy on the left, a porky fellow in a red technician’s jumpsuit with a computer science badge, was typing away furiously. A male technician and a female scientist were also at work.

      “Hands up!” I shouted.

      Porky went for his pistol. I put some flechettes through his face and he pitched over.

      Pity, he looked like the best one to question.

      The other two put their hands up.

      My combat suit came with a good supply of zip cuffs and I soon had them trussed up like Thanksgiving turkeys, back when Thanksgiving was a holiday we were allowed to celebrate and you could still buy real turkeys.

      My parents’ time, in other words.

      “I don’t suppose you shitheads are going to tell me what you were doing?”

      “Saving humanity!” the woman shouted defiantly, her eyes glistening with a messianic zeal.

      “Really? To me it looked like you were killing a lot of humanity.”

      “Because your eyes are closed,” the woman spat. She would have been pretty if it wasn’t for the scowl. “The old ways destroyed Earth. We need a new path forward or humanity is doomed.”

      “Blah blah blah. I’ve heard it all before. Maybe if you’d said that a hundred years ago you would have made sense. It’s too late. Earth is screwed. Now we need a new planet.”

      “You’ll only wreck it,” the woman said.

      I glanced at the man, a silent partner in all this. He didn’t return my gaze.

      I studied the touchscreens. They’d hacked into the mainframe enough to get most operations online, convincing the computer that the ship was under attack. All this had been done under the authorization of Roger Underwood, second in command of the Nansen.

      “Computer, check the location of Roger Underwood.”

      “Executive Officer Roger Underwood is in stasis pod C2. He shows no life signs.”

      “That’s what I thought. Nice hacking job, guys. How did you trick the computer into thinking a dead man could get access to the mainframe?”

      Neither of my prisoners replied. I shrugged. Some backdoor into the code, I guessed. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t know shit about computers and I don’t have time to beat the truth out of you. Computer, what is our current location in relation to destination?”

      “Distance to the planet Nova Terra in the Zeta Upsilon system is 48 light years.”

      The reply hit me with the force of a speeding train. At our top speed, that was almost three years away.

      We should have reawakened just a few weeks away from the system, not three years. “Wait. What?”

      “Distance to the planet—”

      “Shut up. Where are we, then?”

      The computer spelled it out in its annoying monotone. “According to the automatic astronavigation system, we are .006 of a light year away from Sigma Aurigae, 531.2 light years from Earth.”

      “What the fuck?” I turned to the Biospherists. “Did you take us off course?”

      The looks on their faces told me they hadn’t.

      “Oh crap, you idiots screwed everything up. When you hacked into the system to wake your guys up early and do God knows what else, you must have screwed up some code. You woke me up, and you sent us off course. Jesus fuck, what else did you mess up?”

      The male technician’s face twisted into a snarl. “It’s better that all humanity die than for us to pollute another planet.”

      “Idiot!” I kicked him in the stomach. He doubled up and coughed and I immediately felt bad.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t usually hit helpless people, but it’s been kind of a bad day.”

      “Nature is helpless in the face of humanity’s voracious appetites,” the woman said.

      Where did they find these guys? It sounded like they were reading from a script, or a copy of Terrorist Hijackings for Dummies. I gritted my teeth.

      “I meant that apology, but if you don’t shut up right now I’m going to gag the both of you.”

      They shut up.

      I looked around the deck, my nerves buzzing from the effect of the stim. It wouldn’t last much longer. I needed to get things squared away before then, because I didn’t dare take a second dose. My heart was jacking faster than the firing pin on a machine gun.

      The command deck was a large, circular room located two-thirds up the tower. Behind the main terminal where I stood, there were chairs for the commander and the second-in-command—the executive officer. Workstations with seats and touchscreens were spaced at various points along the wall, with the front of the room reserved for a large viewing screen. It showed nothing but distant stars. One looked brighter than the rest. Sigma Aurigae?

      I didn’t have time for sightseeing. I turned to my prisoners again.

      “So what was the plan? Slaughter everyone in command and then take over?”

      “We were only taking out high command, security, and key figures in other sectors. All the colonists and the majority of the crew would have been given a choice.”

      “A choice of what? Obey the Biospherists or find a different planet? Some choice. And thanks to you dumb fucks we’re not even going to the planet! Okay, shut up again.”

      Now what? Think. Think!

      “Computer, who is the most senior member of command who still shows life signs?”

      “Major Kristín Loftsdóttir.”

      “That’s a mouthful. Bring up her specs.”

      The unclassified portion of her portfolio appeared on my screen. I skimmed through it. Thirty-five years old, just three years younger than me, and a stellar service record. She was born in Keflavík, a small city in the North Atlantic Province on an island that used to be called Iceland before the Global Government changed all the names in an effort to promote world unity or some bullshit like that. Most people stuck to the old names. As a new recruit at age eighteen, Loftsdóttir had fought in the East Africa Insurrection, then earned a Commendation for Valor for her part in the Battle of the Rocky Mountains. She didn’t have any recent combat experience. Most of her later years were spent serving in various support roles and commanding space vessels. I figured it was that experience that helped tip her into this job. Most people didn’t have any experience in space. I’d never been off planet before I won the lottery to get a place in the training program, beating out hundreds of equally qualified ticket holders for this one coveted position.

      I sweated through a whole year of training with ships in the outer reaches of the solar system, more nervous they’d find out I had cheated my way into winning than losing any sleep over the dangers of asteroids and equipment failure.

      I compared her name to the old list of command, all the names above hers ghosted.

      Major Kristín Loftsdóttir was not the only major who had boarded the Nansen on takeoff. She hadn’t even been the most senior major.

      But she was the most senior officer in the chain of command left now.

      “Computer, initiate de-stasis procedure for Kristín Loftsdóttir.”

      “De-stasis procedure activated.”

      “Sorry for the rude wakeup call, Major,” I sighed.

      I frogmarched my two prisoners to the brig and went down to the command stasis hall.

      The place was a mess. I hadn’t had a chance to really look around during the fight, but now I could see just how horrible of a slaughter it had been. A good third of the stasis pods had been shot through, their interiors bathed in blood, the stuff dripping from the interior of their transparent domes. I checked the readouts for each one of them, stepping over bodies of dead Biospherists and slipping on puddles of gore. Not a single one of the victims was left alive. Judging from the ruins of what had once been men and women, the Biospherists had given each one of them a focused burst to the head. Here and there I saw empty magazines on the floor, as the quicker shots reloaded for more murder.

      All the Biospherists here were dead as well. I made sure of that.

      I came to Major Loftsdóttir’s pod. It was at the end of a row. Every single one of the pods on that row had been fired into and their occupants were dead. Nineteen of them. I counted.

      Major Loftsdóttir’s was the last. An empty magazine lay in front of it. The guy must have been reloading, getting ready to kill her, when I came bursting in and started shooting up the place.

      The stims were beginning to wear off. I felt shaky and my heart was racing painfully. The panel beside the major said she would wake up in five minutes. I leaned against another pod and waited, my entire body trembling.

      When Major Loftsdóttir’s pod finally opened, I moved to her side on unsteady feet. Inside I saw a tall woman with severe Nordic features and blond hair cut to a short bob. Her eyelids flickered open. Crystalline blue eyes tried to focus.

      She moaned, bringing up a clumsy hand to rub her face. She looked at me, her eyes focusing a bit more, and croaked out something unintelligible.

      I stood there, impatient. I really just wanted to lie down. The way my body was shaking and sweat was pouring inside the combat suit, I figured my heart was going to make me sit down before long.

      I used my one good arm to lift her into a seated position. As I did I left a smear of blood on her gray command jumpsuit. Whoops. I must have touched some blood on one of the pods.

      “Major Loftsdóttir, you need to focus. The Nansen has been attacked. You are acting commander now. I am Captain Mitch Ayers, acting commander of security.”

      Her eyes focused so quick I think I jumped a little.

      “An attack?” she slurred, her vocal chords not keeping up with her mind. “Who attacked us? Why am I acting commander? What happened to Commander Yavuz?”

      I glanced over at the next row. Commander Yavuz’s pod had been given special treatment. There wasn’t much of him left.

      “Commander, I have some very bad news.”

      I laid it all out to her. Within a minute she was sitting without my help. Within another minute she had gotten out of the pod and, leaning on it as she flexed first one leg and then the other, studied the carnage around her.

      By that point I had sat down, my back resting against her pod. Various displays were flashing red at me from my helmet. I found them distracting so I pulled my helmet off. I was still sweating and my chest felt like a truck had just parked on it. I have a vague memory of asking her what her orders were, and then that truck on my chest was joined by about a hundred more. I cried out, fell on my side, and everything went dark.
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      I woke up to a bright light stabbing my eyes. At its center was silhouetted a head and a pair of shoulders. After a moment they moved away, making the light even brighter. I closed my eyes again.

      “Captain … I mean Commander Ayers, can you hear me?”

      It was a male voice. I blinked and opened my eyes again. I felt sluggish and my chest felt tight.

      “What happened?” I asked, focusing on the middle-aged man in medical whites standing beside the bed.

      Yes, a bed. I looked around and saw that I was in medical. Commander Loftsdóttir stood not far off, a look of concern etched onto her face.

      “You had a heart attack,” the doctor said.

      “A heart attack? But I’m only 38! Oh, wait. Riiiight …”

      The stims.

      “Chemical analysis of your blood shows you took stims right after waking up from stasis,” the doctor said. “You are very lucky to be alive, Commander Ayers. I’m Doctor Edward Stark, by the way. Chief Medical Officer.”

      “Thanks for your help, Dr. Stark, but whether or not I’m lucky to be alive is still an open question. What’s our status?”

      Commander Loftsdóttir answered that.

      “I’ve woken up key members of command, science, and security plus some lower-grade technicians. We’re scanning the local region to find out more about where we’ve ended up and we’re dealing with the damage to the ship from your running battle with the Biospherists. Nothing major, but flechettes took out several panels.”

      “I’ll write my apology letter later,” I quipped, trying to rise. “How long have I been out?”

      Dr. Stark gently but firmly pushed me back down. “Two hours. You need your rest. The nanites are working on the tears in your heart tissue.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” I grumbled. “You’re not going to declare me unfit for duty, are you?”

      Dr. Stark opened his mouth, but Commander Loftsdóttir cut him off.

      “Certainly not. I’m going to give you a medal when we find the time. You saved the ship, and now I need your help saving this mission.”

      “But not today,” Dr. Stark cut in. “He needs to rest. Otherwise you’ll be pinning a medal on a dead man.”

      “Nothing you need to do in the short term,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “I’ve woken up Captain Li Qiang and promoted him to major. He’ll be your second-in-command.”

      “I worked with him a lot in training,” I said with a nod. “A good man.”

      “You’ve done enough for today. Get your rest, Commander Ayers. You’re going to need it.”

      “Yeah,” I sighed. “I think you’re right.”

      She left. I turned to Dr. Stark.

      “How bad is the heart?”

      “You have numerous tears in the aortal tissue, as well as the right atrium and both ventricles. Also, your pulmonary valve was so torn it was nearly detached.”

      “I have no idea what you just said, but it sounds like I’m in deep shit.”

      “We were minutes away from losing you. I’m afraid there’s going to be permanent damage.”

      Damn. I got off Earth in order to have a future, and now it looked like I might not get one.

      “Will it keep me from carrying out my duties?”

      “We’ll see.”

      The way he said it made the answer sound like a yes, except the commander obviously wanted me to stay.

      As Chief Medical Officer, Stark could put his foot down and override the commander. But I’m sure he had seen the slaughter in the stasis halls. He was just as grateful to me as she was.

      I could only hope that he didn’t show his gratitude by making me take it easy at some desk job for the rest of the trip.

      And what had happened to the trip? We had dropped out of warp in the wrong portion of the galaxy. I supposed we could go back into warp and put ourselves back into stasis, but that would seriously deplete the Nansen’s energy reserves, reserves we needed to establish a colony. In the initial launch past the Oort Cloud, we had used a disposable booster to get up to warp. And unless I was very much mistaken, we were all out of boosters.

      I quickly got bored, but the doctor watched me like a hawk, barely letting me move, let alone get up and get back into the action.

      “Remind me to assign you sentry duty,” I grumbled after he had stopped me from getting up for the fifth time. “You’re a natural.”

      After a few hours, the welcome sight of Li Qiang strode through the door.

      Li Qiang was a short, slight Thai man in his middle twenties, his size making a lot of people underestimate him—inevitably to their later regret. The guy was almost as good of a fighter as I was.

      Almost. There were a few guys better than me in the old security detail but they were all dead now. Their number included more friends than I cared to count.

      Li Qiang came up, smiling as he saluted.

      “Congratulations on your promotion, Commander,” he said.

      “I’d rather not have the trouble, and not have the promotion,” I grumbled.

      “Same here.”

      I noticed he had left out the “sir.” That was fine by me. An informal relationship was all right with people who didn’t take advantage, and Li Qiang was solid.

      “Ah right, it’s major now. You better add some stripes,” I said, gesturing at his shoulder epaulettes. “You’re still walking around as a captain.”

      “Haven’t had the time.”

      “Find it. We have to establish authority from the start. And get someone to add my new rank to a fresh jumpsuit. My old one got a bit too bloody to be presentable. Give me a status report.”

      “The two prisoners are in the brig. Neither of them is talking, just lecturing.”

      “Situation unchanged, then. Go on.”

      “The computer techs are tracing the hack. Initial reports are that there was a backdoor coded into the system, so there must have been some Biospherists among the initial programmers.”

      “But all that was taken care of years before launch.”

      Li Qiang nodded. “Yep. This was a deep operation. Must have been tough getting their people jobs at the programming center. It employed hundreds, but hundreds of thousands applied.”

      “Not as bad of a ratio as trying to get on the Nansen.”

      “True enough. I suppose some of them got on honestly, but there must have been cheating in the lottery on a massive scale.”

      I didn’t reply to that. Cheating on the lottery wasn’t easy, but it had been possible. If you had the right underground connections and an incredibly huge wad of cash, you could do it. I had to rob my boss to be able to afford it.

      Leo Franzetti. A mobster who gave me a job as an enforcer when I was down and out after my last tour of duty. If that snake hadn’t been so well known to the police, I’m sure he would have bought his own way onto the Nansen. Now wouldn’t that be a hell of a reunion?

      It didn’t matter. I was safe from him now. He must have died of old age decades ago. And death was the only way to be safe from that motherfucker. Death, or 531.2 light years of empty space.

      Li Qiang was still speaking. I tuned in.

      “The computer people say there’s been some damage to the mainframe. Apparently the backdoor was hidden so deeply that it affected some of the machine code. We’re finding minor glitches in all systems and they’re saying the problem might spread. The head programmer is with the commander right now, telling her we need to sit tight and fix the computers before we try to go anywhere. The bastards probably wanted it this way.”

      “The Biospherists? No. The prisoners said they wanted to take over and start a new society on their terms. They want to get to Terra Nova just as much as we do.”

      “Yeah, well it looks like we’re dead in the water, and it’s still a hell of a long way to Terra Nova.”

      “We should interrogate the prisoners again. We don’t want to leave them long enough to build up their willpower. Hey, Doc! Am I up for a little light duty?”

      I raised my right arm for emphasis. The nanites had been busy. I could move it again, although I couldn’t flex my finger because it was in a splint. That knuckle was going to take some time to heal, even with the nanites knitting the bone and ligaments together.

      “Another hour of rest and you can work for an hour. After that I want you in your cabin,” the doctor said, not looking up from the touchscreen he was working on.

      I grinned. “You’re a sweetheart, Doc. All right, Major Li, come back with a new jumpsuit for me in an hour. I’m not going through the ship with my ass hanging out of a hospital gown.”

      Qiang came back with the jumpsuit precisely an hour later. Like I said, he was solid.

      If only he had been early, it would have saved everyone a world of trouble.
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      Qiang and I walked down the echoing corridors. The whole place felt eerily empty. Every now and then we’d pass a scientist or technician rushing to some task, but they only accentuated how undermanned we were. The Nansen was a vast ship, but we were a large crew with lots to do and there was always some activity, always someone in sight. Now we were down to less than a skeleton crew and the place felt abandoned.

      There had been fewer people out of their pods during my fight with the Biospherists, but there’s nothing like the possibility of an enemy lurking around the next corner to make even the biggest place feel crowded.

      As the door to the brig opened to my voice code, my ears were assaulted with the sounds of weeping mixed with raucous laughter.

      A cold, sick feeling grabbed my gut. Even before I ran to the open door of the second cell, where I had put the female Biospherist, I knew what had happened.

      There were three of them, all security officers, and they had just finished. The woman lay curled up on the cot, bruised and naked, her torn jumpsuit lying on the floor.

      The security officer nearest to the door turned at the sound of my approach, zipping up as he did.

      He got my fist in his face.

      His head jerked back, nose spouting blood, and he hit the floor hard.

      The next two were so surprised they didn’t give up any resistance other than to plead innocence and try to block my blows.

      Qiang and I kicked the shit out of them anyway.

      Once they were cuffed and bleeding on the floor, I grabbed a blanket and put it over the victim. She remained curled up, facing the wall.

      “Qiang, take these idiots to a cell,” I said. “Use 10.”

      That was out of sight of this one.

      “That bitch killed half of my friends,” one of the attackers shouted.

      I gave him a kidney punch that dropped him. Qiang hauled him to his feet and shoved him into the hallway with the rest.

      I turned to the Biospherist and spoke to her in a soft voice.

      “I am so sorry. I’ll call the doctor and then we’ll get you cleaned up, all right?”

      She didn’t reply. The only way I could tell she was conscious was the fact that she was trembling all over.

      I stumbled into the hallway, suddenly dizzy. My chest hurt. I hit the comm button in the hallway and asked for Doctor Stark.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked before I could say anything. “I was about to call you. Your heart rate is through the roof.”

      How would he know that? Oh crap, he must have put some sort of sensor on my heart. The last thing I needed was some sawbones spying on my vitals. I value my privacy.

      I glanced in at the woman in the cell. She had valued her privacy too.

      “Doc, get down here. We’ve had a sexual assault on the prisoner.”

      I glanced over at the second cell. The male Biospherist had been beaten to unconsciousness. Probably so he couldn’t raise the alarm.

      The doctor took his time to arrive. I was about to give him an angry call when he showed up with a female doctor, eyes hooded with sleep, her movements clumsy. He had woken her out of stasis to deal with the victim. Good man.

      As the doctors took care of the situation, I went to Cell 10 and looked through the glassteel window. The three were sitting in a row on one of the cots, looking glum. Qiang hadn’t bothered to uncuff them. Good. Let them be uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry, Commander,” Qiang said, looking distraught. “These were good men. I thought I could trust them.”

      “It’s my fault,” I replied, rubbing my sore chest. “I should have watched the prisoners myself.”

      “You can’t be everywhere.”

      I looked away. No. I couldn’t be everywhere.

      I turned and found Dr. Stark standing right behind me.

      “I need to examine you,” he said.

      “I don’t have the time, Doc.”

      “But your vitals—”

      “Are what they are,” I said, shoving past him. “I don’t have the time.”

      The female doctor passed me in the hall, leading the prisoner to the showers. The prisoner, still wrapped in a blanket, looked down as I passed. The doctor glared at me.

      I bit my lip and went to see Commander Loftsdóttir.

      She was on the command deck with a few crewmembers, running diagnostics on the ship’s systems. The screen still showed the same view, with a corner showing a magnified view of Sigma Aurigae, the sun at the center of the system we’d arrived near. It had several planets. Spectra and other data scrolled past on the right edge of the screen, but it meant nothing to me.

      The look on the commander’s face when I came in was not a happy one. I asked to see her in the conference room just off the command deck. I wasn’t going to improve her mood.

      I told her what happened. Her face became stony.

      Once I finished, there was a long silence. I maintained eye contact and kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t think of anything to say anyway.

      “These are your people,” she said at last, her voice coming out low and sharp. “What punishment would you recommend?”

      “Execution.”

      My heart did a little flip flop in my chest. The word just came out. Now that it was out, though, it felt right.

      Commander Loftsdóttir’s eyebrows went up slightly.

      “Back on Earth the punishment for this crime is dishonorable discharge and ten years hard labor,” she said.

      “Don’t you want to see these bastards spaced?” I asked, surprised.

      “My personal feelings are irrelevant.”

      “Rape wasn’t their only crime. There was also gross dereliction of duty and disobeying a direct order while the ship was in danger. Major Li ordered them to guard her, not attack her.”

      “Very well. Assemble a team of your men and send the three out the nearest airlock. Film it and send it live through the main system so anyone can watch it on any touchscreen.”

      Damn. She had wanted execution all along. She needed to establish authority and unity right from the start, and this was a hell of a way to do it.

      But first, she wanted to feel me out and make sure I was on her side.

      I saluted, spun on my heel, and left.

      The three rapists did not take the news well. They screamed, begging to speak with the commander. One got angry. “She helps kill a couple of hundred crew and we’re the bad guys?”

      Another started weeping. As Qiang and I went in to get them they struggled and kicked, swore and begged. I had already programmed the security cameras to follow our path. I had no doubt that everyone awake on the ship was watching. They all saw how badly those three assholes were going to die. I hated doing it. Hated that I had to do it. But I did have to. Not just for what these despicable men had done, but because this ship was on its own, floating in a system in the far reaches of known space, fifty years from Earth. With no relief on its way. We had to set an example, or lose ourselves to anarchy. No matter how it made me feel.

      I made two NCOs accompany us. I still had only one good arm and couldn’t guarantee I could restrain a prisoner, even if they were cuffed. Plus, I didn’t want this to look like an officers vs. enlisted men thing. I wished the commander had ordered some female security personnel woken up. We had a few. I needed to check if any of them had survived. But maybe this was better. Men punishing men for a crime against a woman.

      Footsteps behind me made me glance over my shoulder. A few people were following us, looking both curious and concerned. They kept their distance.

      We came to an intersection. More people stood there. As we passed they fell in behind. I realized that our filming of this execution was giving the entire crew our route to the airlock.

      Crap. That could cause problems.

      At each intersection, at each turn in the corridor, the crowd grew.

      One of the prisoners turned to call to the people behind us.

      “Is this right? We didn’t even get a trial!”

      I heard a few mutterings in the crowd.

      “You were found guilty by the commander,” Qiang said. “This is a military ship and the commander’s word is law.”

      “She was a terrorist!” the prisoner said, his voice a warbling whine. “She killed hundreds of our people. Why isn’t she being spaced?”

      “Yeah!” some one from the crowd behind shouted.

      I glanced over my shoulder. They were still keeping their distance. For now.

      “She’s needed for questioning,” I said. “There’s been damage to the computer core and we have to find out exactly what they did.”

      “That’s what we were doing,” the prisoner said, looking like he was drowning and grabbing a life preserver. The other two prisoners hung their heads and didn’t say a word. “We were forcing that bitch to talk.”

      “The Global Government doesn’t condone torture,” one of my NCOs said.

      A bunch of people laughed. Jesus, that was a dumb thing to say. Everyone knew that was bullshit.

      “We got some good information!” the prisoner pleaded. “Vital information! Wait until you hear it.”

      “Shut up,” I said.

      “But she gave us important information!”

      The other two prisoners took up the call.

      “Yeah, wait until you hear what she told us.”

      “The ship needs to hear this!”

      “Quiet,” I snapped.

      The first prisoner to talk spat at me. “Or what? You’ll kill me?”

      “I want to hear what the Biospherist said!” someone in the crowd shouted.

      “Yeah!”

      “Give them a chance to speak!”

      Commander Loftsdóttir’s voice came over the ship’s announcement system.

      “All personnel to their stations.”

      She cut off. No explanation. No justification. The ship was still on alert and these idiots needed to get back to work. They could watch the execution on their viewscreens. The commander obviously was.

      The crowd broke up instantly. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Wait! Come back!” the first prisoner shouted. “Don’t you want to hear what that Biospherist bitch said?”

      “She didn’t say shit,” Qiang said loud enough for the tail end of the receding crowd to hear.

      One of the NCOs glanced at me for confirmation. I gave him a glare and his head swiveled back to face front.

      We got to a locker room for spacesuits. Beyond was a small service airlock used to send technicians out in case they needed to work on something on this section of the hull.

      As we entered the locker room and the prisoners saw the suits lined up in their cubicles, they started to scream and struggle. One almost tore away from an NCO’s grasp and I had to collar him with my one good hand.

      “Die like men!” I shouted.

      That had no effect. They swore and pleaded, screamed about how they had gotten important information from their rape victim. I pushed on the prisoner I had, ignoring the uncertain looks the NCOs were giving me.

      “Have a little heart!” one of the prisoners moaned.

      “You didn’t have any heart for that prisoner,” I snapped, hitting the airlock panel with my fist.

      After that the scene got a lot uglier.

      One prisoner, broken, fell to his knees and had to be dragged into the airlock. Another started kicking and biting. Qiang and an NCO had their hands full, leaving me stuck with the talker, who quickly turned into the weeper.

      He spread his legs to plant a foot on either side of the airlock, weeping and wailing, with me trying to pull him off with my one good arm. This guy was security so he was just as strong and quick as I was, so even with his hands cuffed getting him inside was a major pain in the ass.

      I finally managed it by backing up and ramming him with my shoulder, sending him flying inside to fall on the guy who had fallen to his knees. Qiang had to taser the third guy to get him to calm down.

      We hustled out of there and I hit the button to close the door.

      “No! No!” one of them shrieked, hurling himself at the door.

      Too late. It slammed shut and he bashed his face against the viewport, leaving a smear of blood from his nose.

      “Attention!”

      Qiang and the two NCOs snapped to attention. I looked through the viewport, holding the intercom button.

      “You have been found guilty of sexual assault, disobeying a direct order, and gross dereliction of duty at a time of ship-wide emergency. You have been sentenced to death by order of the commander.”

      My guts squirmed inside, and my mind flashed back to other helpless people, and other death sentences I had carried out.

      Those hadn’t been for the sake of crew safety or because the condemned had committed a felony. The people I used to kill had been guilty of nothing more than defying Leo Franzetti, my old boss.

      Their pleading voices came over the intercom. In the background I heard a steady, unstoppable weeping. It sounded much like the weeping of their victim.

      I hit the button to open the external door.

      The interior of the airlock flashed red and the ship’s voice—a cool, detached feminine voice, intoned, “Airlock door opening in ten seconds.”

      All three prisoners were at the door now, their faces crowding the little viewport.

      “Ten … nine …”

      The air began to drain from the airlock. I stepped back and joined the line of my men at attention.

      “Eight … seven … six …”

      I had switched the intercom off, but we could still see their mouths working, taking great gulps of the rarified air in order to say their final words. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what they were saying.

      “Five … four … three …”

      “Jesus Christ.” One of the NCOs looked away.

      “Eyes front,” I ordered.

      “Two … one …”

      I forced myself to look directly at the viewport. I didn’t check that the NCO had obeyed my order.

      “Door opening.”

      A loud beep and suddenly the viewport was unoccupied. The external door began to open, and with a great rush, the last air got sucked out of the breach, the bodies going with them. Within the blink of an eye they were three little dots in the great void outside.

      I stepped forward and hit the button to close the airlock. My chest knotted up and for a moment my vision clouded. I took several deep breaths and tried to retain my composure, knowing that every waking person on the ship was watching my every move.

      I turned and led the men back to the security office. We passed no one in the corridors. The silence in the ship felt oppressive, like a bomb the second before you know it’s going to explode.

      Once back at the the security office, I checked on the prisoners—the female prisoner now had a female NCO we had woken up out of stasis—and then got a message from Dr. Stark.

      “What is it, Doc?” I asked when I got him on the line.

      “I’ve been monitoring your heart rate. It got dangerously high a few minutes ago.”

      “Are you not keeping up with current events?” I snapped. “Do you know what I just did?”

      “You were doing your duty,” he said in a calm voice, the only tone of voice he seemed to have. “But unfortunately your duty is putting a strain on an already weakened organ. I’m relieving you of duty for the rest of the day. Come to my office immediately for examination.”

      I was about to object, but then snapped my mouth shut. In this case, he had seniority over me and he was, sad to say, right. My chest felt like shit and I seriously doubted I could handle another execution today.

      I handed command over to Qiang and headed on over. This time I passed a couple of technicians fixing a panel. They didn’t look at me.

      At the doctor’s office I was poked, prodded, scanned, and lectured. Then I was sent to a private room like a disobedient child and told I would spend the night.

      Bored and frustrated at being taken out of the loop, I linked the room’s viewscreen into the one on the command deck.

      What I saw nearly gave me a second heart attack.
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      The viewscreen showed an expanse of space, a pattern of stars with the wispy veil of a nebula to the left. On the upper right corner of the screen, the brightest star in view was shown magnified. I figured this was Sigma Aurigae. Three planets were faintly visible around it. Data scrolled along a column in the lower right corner. I pulled that up, got a heap of technical gobbledygook, and asked the computer to give me a dumbed-down version.

      “Sigma Aurigae is an evolved giant star. Stellar classification K4 III. It is 531.2 light years from Earth. It has a total of five planets, including two gas giants and three terrestrial planets. One planet, the second from the star, shows life signs.”

      It was at this point that I nearly had that heart attack.

      “Intelligent life signs?” I asked, my throat going dry. I found myself glancing at the door, thinking Dr. Stark would come rushing in at any moment and berate me for letting my heart rate go up.

      No one had ever found evidence of intelligent life, or even convincing evidence of any life on other planets. Sure, the scientists had their theories, but that’s all they had.

      Until now.

      “Findings are inconclusive,” the computer said. “Spectra show a large signature of carbon-based life forms, and initial images appear to show a heavy cloud layer. No signals of any known device have been detected.”

      Carbon-based life forms. Like us. My head spun with the possibilities. I was witnessing history being made.

      Hell, I had already made some of it myself. Pride rose up in me. Finally, I had a job I could feel proud of. I was part of something important.

      “Is the planet suitable for human life?” I asked.

      “Inconclusive. Temperature, gravity, and atmospheric pressure are all within human tolerance levels. Spectra show an oxygen-based atmosphere with high levels of carbon dioxide plus trace amounts of several hazardous compounds.”

      “Oh well,” I grumbled. “And here I thought we’d stumbled upon another Terra Nova.”

      At the start of the Ark Ship Project, astronomers had scanned the skies with powerful orbital telescopes looking for the most suitable planets. Since the Ark Ships took a decade to build, they had plenty of time. Each one of the six ark ships had been sent to a different near-duplicate of Earth.

      “A closer inspection will reveal more,” the computer said helpfully. “There is an 87 percent probability that humans could survive on the planet’s surface using only respirators.”

      “Better than some Earth cities I’ve been to,” I said.

      Just then, Dr. Stark came into the room.

      “Did you hear the news?” I said. “Looks like we’ve stopped near a habitable world.”

      “Good,” he said, looking preoccupied. He gave me a shot. “This will calm your heart and let the nanites do their work.”

      “All right. My arm feels almost fine, except for the knuckle.”

      “That was shattered. Leave the splint on and try not to use the arm too much and it will heal within a couple of days. Now stay here and don’t get overexcited. I have to go perform an operation.”

      I sat up. “Who got hurt?”

      “There’s no trouble,” he said, pushing me down with surprising strength. “One of the scientists, Chief Biologist Dr. Matteo Conti, had his spine severed by a stray flechette during your gun battle with the terrorists.”

      “Oh shit, I hope that wasn’t me.”

      Flechettes had been flying everywhere. They were designed for indoor fighting. They’d punch right through flesh and wood, but embed into metal so there wouldn’t be any ricochets. Of course, no design is perfect, and with hundreds of the little darts flying around in cramped quarters, some would ricochet off on unwanted trajectories.

      “If it was your shot, it was an accident. Try not to get—”

      “Overworked about it. Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’re getting predictable, Doc.”

      “Care to predict what I’ll do if I find you disobeying my instructions while I’m in the operating theater?”

      I spread my hands wide and grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t get out and about unless the shit hits the fan again, and if it does, stay out of my way.”

      He allowed himself a smile as he walked out the door.

      I lay back in bed. Whatever the doctor had jabbed me with was flowing through my veins, relaxing me. I let it. A good soldier knows when to take his rest, because he never knows when he’ll get the next chance.

      “Congratulations, Mitch, you made it,” I said softly to myself.

      I had made it, against my expectations and against the longest odds. The fighting could stop now.

      It seemed like I had been fighting all my adult life. Mom and Dad had been good people. My childhood was no sob story, at least no more of one than any working class kid growing up in a megalopolis. Tiny apartment on the 28th floor, poorly filtered air, shitty education, mom and dad working like crazy to make ends meet. But they loved me and my sister. We always came home to a meal on the table and smiles on our parents’ tired faces.

      Like a lot of people, however, I lost my parents when I was in my teens. Dad died of a heart attack when I was sixteen. Darla, my sister, was three years older than me and already working on an assembly line in an electronics factory. She still lived with us to save money, and between hers and Mom’s job we made out okay. Dad’s death hit me hard, but came as no real surprise. Working class people rarely made it through their fifties.

      Cancer took Mom the next year. Her dying wish was that I finish high school.

      “They don’t give you much of an education, honey. I know that. But some education is better than no education. I wish I could have provided you with more.”

      Mom and Dad had wished for a lot of things they didn’t get.

      So for the last year of school it was just me and Darla. I took a part-time job serving tables at a cafeteria to help out, and spent the year trying to figure out my options.

      Coming from where I did, there were really only three options—become a working stiff, join a gang, or sign up for the armed forces.

      Being a working stiff had led my parents to an early grave. Darla was only twenty, but I could already see the lines forming on her face, and already hear the coughs she tried to suppress after pulling overtime at the factory.

      Joining a gang wasn’t my style. I was the likeable jock who defended the weaker kids from bullies. I couldn’t see myself slinging crystal in an alley, or jacking someone’s car.

      So the armed forces were the only option. They’d recruited us pretty hard in high school. Rebellions were breaking out all over by then. Radical elements who wanted to destroy civilization, they told us. Pie-in-the-sky dreamers who thought they could do better at ruling the world than the great, caring, Global Government, they said. They fed us a steady diet of bullshit news and war pictures showing heroic young men and women wearing the uniform and saving people from the enemy.

      I lapped it up. The government propaganda machine was pretty slick. Even today, after all I’ve seen, after all those disappointments, those war pics still bring a lump to my throat. I hate that, but there it is. It got hardwired into me and it’s never coming out.

      So just five months after my 18th birthday I found myself in one of the last oil-producing desert regions, blasting away at people whose language I couldn’t speak and whose religion I didn’t understand. Oil was vital to the global economy, the government told us. Of course there wasn’t enough fossil fuel left to run industry, like in the old days. We had long since switched to renewables to power most of the grid, but a lot of vehicles still ran on gasoline, and it was vital to the all-important plastics industry.

      I mean, if our plastic supply is under threat, we gotta go to war, right?

      The training was almost as shitty as the public education I had received. Just four months in basic before being sent to the warzone and assigned to a “quiet” area in order to learn the ropes.

      Of course, that quiet area exploded as soon as our regiment got there. The enemy must have heard a new shipment of cherries had arrived and decided to up the government body count. They knew how bad our training had been. Hell, half of them were ex-government soldiers who had switched sides.

      I discovered I was in for some deep shit on my very first patrol.

      It was supposed to be a simple show of force through an already pacified area, an easy run to break in the cherries. We headed out of camp, ten Death Swarm troop carriers supported by four Goliath armored vehicles, two at the front of the column and two taking up the rear. Overhead, attack drones fanned out to scout the area and identify possible threats.

      I was in the front troop carrier, packed in with 19 other privates and our sergeant. Not the Sergeant Turner I mentioned before. He came later. He was our third sergeant. Or fourth. I’m not sure. We went through sergeants pretty quick in that war.

      “Everybody keep cool and keep an eye on those monitors,” the sergeant said. “The crew knows what to look for, but I want you watching too. Check the windows. Check the rooftops. Pay attention to any civilian vehicles.”

      There were three crew. One was on top in a turret manning the automatic cannon. In the cab up front sat the driver and a weapons ops specialist who manned the sensory systems, grenade launchers, tear gas sprayers, and an electric field generator to fry any enemy crazy enough to try to climb onto the vehicle itself.

      As we roared out of base and across a clear stretch of desert, I felt my chest swell with pride. Rock music thumped over the speaker courtesy of our driver, a nutcase on his third tour of duty who ate stim tablets like rich kids eat candy, and the viewscreen showed us footage from the driver and turret point of view, plus a rear view. I kept my eyes peeled like I had been ordered to.

      We were making for the edge of a small city, a cluster of low concrete structures, a few higher buildings here and there, all veiled in a uniform brown haze from the desert. In the distance, oil wells flared and smoked.

      The convoy turned down a wide, dusty road lined with small shops and an open-air market. Locals in drab clothing watched us sullenly or turned away at our approach. Children played by the side of the road. They didn’t wave or run along by the side of the convoy like in the propaganda vids. The whole place looked worn down and primitive. I turned to the man beside me.

      “Look at these losers,” I said. “They’re crazy to think they can take on the government.”

      “Crazy is the word, Private,” the gunner called down from his turret. “Crazy is what makes them dangerous.”

      “So what? We’re even crazier!” Private Goodwin shouted, pumping his fist in the air.

      We all cheered. All of us except for the crew and the sergeant.

      On the next block, we got hit.

      They were precise and organized, I’ll give the motherfuckers that.

      I was idly watching the viewscreen, keeping an eye on the shops and apartment buildings on both sides of the road, the two Goliaths trundling ahead of us and kicking up dust, when there was a streak of light and the lead Goliath was enveloped in a ball of flame. An instant later, the rearview camera showed the Goliath at the end of the column get hit too.

      And then it was our turn.

      It was like a thousand hammers started whacking against the side of the APC all at once. The sound was deafening, mingled with shouts of surprise and terror from my buddies. I blinked, my eyes momentarily dazzled by the explosions. Then I saw the first Goliath lying on its side.

      Damn, the thing weighed 63 metric tons.

      I couldn’t see what had happened to the rear Goliath. The space between us and it was a maelstrom of flying dust as small arms fire kicked up sand all along the road. Sparks flew off every vehicle in sight.

      Then a rocket streaked down from a nearby rooftop and took out one of the APCs. It cracked open like a tin can and burst into flames.

      My initial spike of fear had faded, replaced with a strange sense of detachment. I felt like I was watching through someone else’s eyes, as if their head was a viewscreen and I was simply a distant observer.

      “Everyone out!” the sergeant shouted. “Take cover in the ditch!”

      “Time to kick some ass!” Private Goodwin shouted.

      The feeling of separation from myself increased. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, giving me a buzz that mixed with a sick yet somehow distant sense of fear. The door opened and I found myself filing out with the rest of the platoon.

      Back then we were only fitted with Type III Personal Combat Suits. Compared with what I would later have on the Nansen, it was like wearing a padded coat and hoping it would be enough to take me through a gunfight. They were not form-fitted like the later models and tended to be stuffy and chafe. While the helmets did have decent sensors, there was no personal medikit and the supposedly impact and puncture resistant skin was more propaganda than protection.

      But it was better than sitting in the APC waiting for that rocket launcher to target us.

      The back of the vehicle flew open, falling down with a clank to make a ramp. The desert sun shone bright after the relatively dim interior. My ears were assaulted with noise, the loud thump thump thump of the autocannon on the turret mingling with the fire from the other autocannons and the incoming small arms fire. The smell of burning gasoline assaulted my nostrils despite my air filtration system.

      I shuffled forward as men jumped out, the scene outside dimming as all the APCs emitted a smokescreen to obscure our movements.

      That didn’t help much. The enemy knew where we were, knew we had to come out of the backs of our APCs, and concentrated their fire there even though they couldn’t see us anymore.

      Spray and pray, but they didn’t need much of a prayer to hit us.

      Through the crowd of men and women, each gripping an assault rifle, I saw the first three from our platoon go down in a hail of machine gun fire the instant they left the APC. Private Goodwin took a hit straight through the chest, the exit wound spouting blood.

      And yet the line kept going forward. It amazed me later that none of us stopped or tried to go back. Perhaps we were too stunned. Perhaps the training from basic, where we had instantly obeyed any screamed order, had become instinctive. Perhaps the boom of another APC getting hit by a rocket added some incentive. I don’t know, I only knew that we kept on moving forward.

      The attacker with the machine gun either shifted his aim or had to reload, because the rest of the platoon got out of the APC and headed for a drainage ditch by the side of the road, barely visible through the smoke.

      “Run for the ditch!” the sergeant repeated, his arm hanging slack at his side, dripping blood.

      Two more of our guys went down before we made the five-meter sprint to that meager cover.

      My first thought as I jumped into the ditch, ending up knee deep in trash and human and animal waste, was, Where the hell are the drones? I couldn’t hear them over the fusillade, and couldn’t see them as I aimed through the smoke at the gun flares coming from every rooftop. I could tell the drones weren’t firing, though. None of their microrockets with their distinctive trails and surprisingly hard punch came flying down from above. They could have taken out the guys on the rooftops easily.

      “Fire at the rooftops, they got the best shot at us!” I shouted.

      I’m not sure how many people followed my advice. It was all too confusing to tell who was doing what.

      I fired at the nearest rooftop, emptied my magazine, reloaded. I felt sure I wasn’t hitting anyone, but maybe I could at least keep some of their heads down.

      It didn’t seem to work. Another missile thudded into a vehicle. Small arms fire took out the woman next to me, a bullet cracking through her helmet, the spray filling the interior of her visor before she fell back into the trash.

      After what seemed like forever the drones got into the fight. I later learned that the enemy had jammed the signals, leaving them blind and hovering in place. It took the techies back at base a few minutes to regain control, and once they did they let all holy hell loose. Microrockets rained down on every rooftop. The fight ended as suddenly as it had begun. The slaughter was quick and complete.

      And indiscriminate. The enemy had opened fire on a busy marketplace. They hadn’t given warning to any of the civilians. Those who didn’t get cut down in the initial crossfire ran for cover in the buildings, many of which collapsed on them when our drones launched their rocket attack. Torn bodies lay everywhere. A cluster of little girls lay dead where they had been playing hopscotch. One lay halfway along the line of little chalk squares she and her friends had drawn on the pavement.

      Seeing that almost made me throw up. For some reason I kept picturing myself as one of the kids, lying dead partway through an innocent game.

      But I was alive. I survived that attack, and the next one, and the one after that. I learned to keep my head down and do my duty. I learned how to kill. I discovered I was good at it. I didn’t know what to feel about that.

      I still don’t.

      I did my first tour of duty and ended up a sergeant, one of those sergeants who managed to survive. When my time was nearly up I swore I wouldn’t reenlist. The bank crash of 2184 made sure I did. There were no civilian jobs for someone whose only skill set was fucking shit up, and plenty of rebellions all around the globe to fight. And the recruiter promised me that with my record, they’d send me to officer training school. I’d probably end up in a desk job or working at boot camp. I’d be out of the line of fire.

      Yeah, right.

      The officer training school part was true, but as soon as I came out of it I was commanding troops in the Central North American Province, quelling a nasty rebellion that had flared up in several cities and out on the expanses of prairie and plains. The rebels had taken over a sizeable portion of agricultural land and were distributing it equally among all classes of people. Their propaganda wing managed to hack the global net from time to time and spread the word. We toasted them, but not before they started half a dozen copycat rebellions around the world.

      Yeah, I fought to destroy an organization whose main sin was to distribute food to poor people. It’s hard to understand from a distance; even I have trouble understanding it sometimes, but if you were in it you would know how easy it was to fall for the bullshit. The world was hanging by a thread. The global economy was in tatters, the rivers and seas so polluted that they’d never recover, and the air was one vast shroud of smog from the emissions of twelve billion industrialized people. We needed the Global Government to set things right. Sure, they were corrupt and incompetent, but only a worldwide effort could pull us back from the brink. Every rebellion hurt the effort to save humanity.

      I really believed that. I still do, in a way. I didn’t see any evidence that any of the many groups we fought—the religious extremists, the environmental armies, the leftwing radicals—would have run the world any better than the idiots already in charge. As bad as it was, the Global Government was our best shot at turning things around.

      It had failed. But at least it had sent out the Ark ships to look for new worlds and continue the human race. Even if Earth never healed, at least humanity would continue.

      I was safe now. I’d gotten away, the Biospherists had been defeated, the Ark Ship Nansen was fully operational, and we could settle on a planet and start living life. Everything was going to get better, right?

      Wrong.
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      “Set a course for Sigma Aurigae, point five light speed.”

      Commander Loftsdóttir stood at the command deck, emanating an air of authority I hoped she felt. She had been promoted way above her training into a situation no one had planned for. She must have had a serious case of imposter syndrome.

      So did I, because I actually was an imposter. Faking my way on board had been a huge gamble, one that had paid off. There was no way they would catch me now.

      Still, I knew I didn’t belong there. I’d taken the place of another lottery winner. He or she should have been standing on the command deck, staring with wonder at a distant solar system and safe away from the dying Earth. I should have died back on Earth years ago.

      It was the one time I hurt someone without knowing who they were or even seeing them, and it was the one victim I couldn’t shake. An innocent life that would forever weigh on my conscience.

      The helmsman tapped in a course correction as Commander Loftsdóttir turned to me.

      “Good morning, Commander Ayers. How are you feeling?”

      “Doc says I can take off the splint tomorrow.”

      “Just in time for us to make it to that solar system.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      I noticed that she didn’t order the ship to go faster. We could have gotten there in half the time or even less, but I suppose she wanted to conserve fuel. She was probably also giving the awakened crew more time to adjust to the change in plans.

      Good. We needed a commander with the human touch, someone who could gauge the feelings of the crew. The fighting was over. We needed more of a civilian leader now.

      It was the next day and the doctor had finally let me out of the medical wing, on strict instructions to only work half a shift and not get excited. My heart was still healing, and might never get back to full function.

      It didn’t matter. My heart felt incredibly light at the moment. I stared at the screen, wondering about that distant star and its accompanying planets. Could this be our new home, or would we have to keep going to Terra Nova?

      Sure, we were way off course. Sure, we were short staffed. We had a hell of a lot of work to do, but the worst was over.

      Ha! If I’d only known.

      The others in high command assembled on the bridge. The commander had called a meeting to discuss our current status, and the heads of all the branches of service were there. We passed through a side door from the command center to a meeting room that held little more than a long table with seats around it. On one wall was a viewscreen showing the same images as the one on the command center.

      There were seven of us around the table: myself, Commander Loftsdóttir, her new second-in-command Executive Officer Tom Foyle, Chief Medical Officer Dr. Edward Stark, Chief Scientist Valeria Sanchez, Chief Engineer Andrei Iliescu, and Colonial Coordinator Tadros Barakat.

      Barakat was the least needed of all of us at the moment. He wasn’t even supposed to be woken up until we had scouted the planet and decided to start colonization. I guess the commander decided to wake him up because he was a senior official. Barakat was a Copt, an Egyptian Christian in a world that tried to erase the old national boundaries and ignore religion. He even wore a cross, something you hardly ever saw these days. A bold move for a high government official.

      The guy was a bit old, and a bit on the plump side. I tried to imagine him huffing and puffing through the physical. That couldn’t have been a pretty sight. But I’m sure he was an excellent administrator. This mission was far too important to send anybody except the best.

      He was fertile too. In a world where 15% of the population was infertile and another 40% had trouble conceiving, everyone on the Nansen had been selected for fertility.

      We were as fertile as they come, no pun intended.

      Barakat spoke first. As was usual in high staff meetings, those with the least important issues went first and the more serious matters were taken care of later. At least so I’d heard. I had never actually been to a senior staff meeting.

      He cleared his throat and read from a tablet.

      “Of the 50,000 colonists, we have lost 91. Eight were Biospherist terrorists who were woken up early. They killed 36 colonists before moving up to join their colleagues in the crew stasis halls. Another 47 colonists died due to stasis pod failure.”

      I bit my lip. The pods had a .1% failure rate. Considering the dangers I was leaving behind on Earth, I hadn’t even thought of the possibility of my pod failing. Of course, when dealing with the numbers we had on this colony ship, we were bound to lose people.

      Poor bastards. They’d struggled so hard to achieve their dream and they never got the chance to wake up and experience it for real. At least they died without finding out.

      “Since the colonists were selected with overlapping and duplicating skill sets,” Barakat went on, “we have lost no skills. Also, the Biospherists did not touch any of the equipment or seeds. We are ready to colonize whatever planet we choose.”

      Barakat put down his tablet to show he was finished.

      Next came the doctor.

      “Fortunately, no medical personnel were killed in the attack. I’ve operated on Chief Botanist Dr. Matteo Conti, who was hit by a stray flechette during Commander Ayers’ running battle with the terrorists. The flechette cut through his abdomen at an oblique angle and shredded his spine. There was too much damage to repair. While Dr. Conti will live, I am afraid he will be consigned to a wheelchair.”

      Aw, crap. Once again I wondered if it was my flechette that did that.

      The next moment I had something a bit more personal to worry about.

      “I have also treated Commander Ayers. He took multiple hits from the terrorists’ flechette guns. All of these will heal. The real problem is that he took stims to win the fight and that has caused him some serious heart trouble.”

      “Hey!” I said, half rising from the chair I was so angry. “Whatever happened to the Hippocratic Oath?”

      “You waived your right to medical secrecy when you signed on,” Dr. Stark explained in a calm voice. “If your condition might affect your work, I am obligated to inform those affected. No one outside this room needs to know, except for your assistant, Major Li. I’ll talk with him later.”

      “Like hell you will,” I growled.

      Commander Loftsdóttir cut in. “This is for the good of the ship, Commander Ayers. Go on, Doctor.”

      The doctor went on while I squirmed.

      “Stasis leaves the heart in a dormant state and waking up puts a significant strain on it. That’s why protocol dictates a day of rest after reawakening. Commander Ayers did not have that luxury and ended up in a stressful situation. That was bad enough, but added to that he took stims and induced a heart attack. His heart has been badly damaged and will require constant checking and regular treatment.”

      “Will you be able to repair the damage with nanites?” the commander asked.

      Dr. Stark shook his head. “Not completely. Nanites are good at healing tissue, but reinforcing systematically weakened tissue is a bit trickier. Add to this that the heart is constantly beating, and thus putting strain on the weak spots, and we have the nanites trying to fix something that is getting microtears with every beat.”

      “So he’ll need constant nanite treatment,” the commander said.

      “That is correct. Without them, he would die within hours. Let me stress that he is, at the moment, fit for duty. I will continue to make assessments of his fitness and give regular reports to Commander Loftsdóttir. I would advise against any strenuous activity, Commander Ayers. Leave the more active duties to your second-in-command. Now that the security danger has passed, hopefully you won’t have too much trouble on your hands.”

      I couldn’t look at him, or anyone else for that matter. Having my weakness broadcast to the entire senior command was mortally embarrassing. Showing weakness in the army got you laughed at and alienated. Showing weakness in the mob got you killed.

      “No one is judging you,” Valeria Sanchez said. “You did it to save us. We’re grateful.”

      I caught the scientist’s eye for a moment. Nodded my thanks. She wasn’t bad looking, I realized. Nice olive skin and warm brown eyes framed by long black hair. I had always had a thing for Mexican women.

      “If the doctor is finished,” she went on, “let me give the status report for the science division. We lost 15 people. Three were Biospherists, including my personal lab assistant. It amazes me these people were able to infiltrate so well. I never suspected. And to think she worked next to me all those months!”

      “No one is blaming you,” I said, echoing her words of a moment before. “We all got fooled.”

      “Thanks, but I still feel betrayed. They killed 12 good people. We now have a serious skill deficiency in genetics, geosciences, higher mathematics, applied chemistry, applied physics, nuclear physics … basically all the sciences these anarcho-primitivists think are too scary and modern for their nineteenth-century utopia.”

      Wonderful. Just what we needed. A knowledge gap just when we wanted to start a colony.

      It got worse when Chief Engineer Andrei Iliescu had his turn. The tall, lanky Romanian had an angular face and a messy shock of blond hair. He folded his oversized hands, leaned against the table, and spoke.

      “We lost 74 people. Five were Biospherists, and the rest got slaughtered for their knowledge, just like the scientists. They took out most of our experts in rocketry, industrial engineering, and similar disciplines. I’ll send you a full list. We are going to have to start a training institute among the brighter colonists if we want to establish a fully industrialized society. Unfortunately, all the people who could teach these disciplines are dead. At least we have the knowledge on the central computer and some backup hard drives.”

      I breathed a bit easier. For a moment there it had looked like I was going to have to live the rest of my life like some caveman.

      “Speaking of the computer, we’ve traced the hack. The Biospherists managed to get some people employed in the main computing center as the Ark ship was being designed. For security purposes, the code was written in blocs, with the teams having no direct communication with each other. The senior staff then assembled the blocs and tested the code. These hackers were not senior staff, and were only able to put the changes to the code in their part of it.

      “That caused a number of unforeseen events. Firstly, it woke up Commander Ayers. That was a good thing. And let me stress that I checked and rechecked the code and found that his awakening was unintentional. Commander Ayers is not, I repeat not, a Biospherist who had a change of heart.”

      A glance between him and Commander Loftsdóttir told me that Iliescu was responding to a question he had been assigned to answer. Great. So she thought I might have been one of those motherfuckers?

      I couldn’t really blame her. In her place, I would have asked Iliescu that same question.

      Iliescu was still talking and I tuned in.

      “There were other knock on effects. Because the hacking code was written without knowledge of the codebase as a whole, it is having a number of unintended consequences. In essence, it is acting as a computer virus, and is affecting numerous systems. Lighting on decks 12 and 15 briefly went out before we could do a workaround. Some touchscreens are inoperative, and various other facilities are malfunctioning. The most important system affected is the external communication system, which is entirely inoperative, not that we have anyone to talk to way out here. I’ll send a full list of the affected systems, but this list will have to be constantly updated as the code continues to send a ripple effect through the network. So far no vital systems have been affected.”

      “What about command and control?” I asked.

      “Those have an extra layer of security and we don’t think they’ll be affected.”

      “You don’t think they’ll be affected?”

      Iliescu made a face. “I’m sorry, but that’s the best answer I can give at this time. We’re more short staffed than any other branch except your own, Commander Ayers, and we’re working with the most complicated computer system ever designed.”

      “We know you’re doing your best,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “The engine is working fine, at least. Assuming no further troubles, we are scheduled to enter the Sigma Aurigae solar system at 1840 hours. I’m expecting all senior staff to be on the command deck at that time. We’re going to need to put our heads together on what to do once we get there. Chief Scientist Sanchez has given me an initial assessment of the planet from what her team could see via long-range scanners before we went into warp. The planet almost certainly has plant life, and perhaps animal, too. It’s habitable to humans, although not particularly inviting. We’ll know more once we get there and slow down.”

      “Once we slow down?” Barakat asked. “Can’t we scan the planet as we approach?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Sanchez replied. “We’re going too fast and that gives a significant blue shift to the spectra. In layman’s terms, it’s all blurry.”

      “You can’t compensate?” the Egyptian asked.

      Chief Engineer Iliescu shook his head. “Normally, we can. That system is one of the ones that’s down. We could try a workaround, but by the time we finish we’ll already be there.”

      “So we’re flying blind,” I said. That didn’t sit well.

      “Not blind, just without full sensory data,” Iliescu said.

      If he was trying to make me feel better, he failed. I’d entered warzones without full sensory data before, and ended up getting my ass handed to me. I turned to Sanchez.

      “Any chance this planet has intelligent life?”

      “We haven’t picked up any signals,” Sanchez replied.

      “We’ve never picked up any signals, though, right? Why is that? The galaxy is huge and you guys say there must be intelligent life out there somewhere, and yet we’ve never heard it.”

      “You’re referring to Fermi’s Paradox, correct?” Sanchez said.

      I nodded. Yeah, that was it. At least I was pretty sure.

      “For those who don’t remember all the way back to Physics 101”—Sanchez grinned—“Fermi hypothesized that if there was intelligent life in the universe that we should have heard it by now. There are a number of issues with this. For example, since humanity only knows about communications on the electromagnetic spectrum, we are cutting out any communication systems that use something else.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      Sanchez laughed. “Wait until we invent it and then I’ll tell you!”

      Hmmm, she was attractive when she laughed. I’d have to review shipboard rules regarding fraternization.

      I really shouldn’t have been thinking with my pants considering the situation we were in, but I had just gone through a fifty-year dry spell. Sue me.

      So had she, come to think of it.

      “Fermi’s Paradox relies on a signal passing Earth while we are in a position to receive it,” she went on. She had my full attention now. “We’ve only had radio for 350 years. That’s an incredibly small window of time given the age of the galaxy. If a species 1,000 light years from Earth died out a million years ago, their signals would have all passed us by now. Or take Sigma Aurigae as an example. It’s 531 light years from Earth. Our first radio signals still haven’t reached it, and if they only developed radio 500 years ago, the signals still haven’t reached Earth.”

      “Fair enough. Are you searching for radio signals now?”

      “No, the comm system is down.”

      “Oh, right,” I sighed. Flying deaf and half blind. This was getting better and better.

      “It’s highly unlikely there’s anything to hear,” Sanchez said.

      Executive Officer Tom Foyle, the ship’s new second-in-command, cleared his throat.

      “Your report, Commander Ayers?”

      “Right,” I said, irritated at the interruption. “I don’t have much to report that you haven’t seen on the viewscreens. No incidents after the executions other than a few nasty comments to my men. I’ve woken up three female NCOs to guard the prisoner and to deal with any further incidents of this nature. We lost 32 men killed in the pods before I had a chance to stop them. I already filed my report on the Biospherist attack and the attack on the prisoner, so there’s no need to go over that again.”

      “Pity we didn’t get a chance to learn what your three NCOs discovered when interrogating the prisoner,” Foyle grumbled. Sanchez looked at him, appalled.

      “That wasn’t an interrogation and they didn’t learn shit,” I said. “That was just a line to save their skins.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Sanchez and Iliescu nod in agreement. I hoped the others were at least nodding on the inside.

      Foyle definitely wasn’t nodding at all.

      “Well, they’re spaced now,” Foyle said. “They deserved it, of course. If you’re done can I give my report?”

      “Certainly,” Commander Loftsdóttir said, her voice coming out flat.

      Foyle officiously picked up a tablet and read, “We lost 37 people from command and 124 general crew. Of the latter, 31 of them were Biospherists. They focused on those with high rank and party loyalists. I noticed they focused on party loyalists among the colonists as well. You might have noticed that, Barakat. As for lost skill sets, there are too many to count.”

      “We’re going to have to train up some people pretty quick,” I said.

      Foyle gave me an annoyed look. “These are difficult positions, requiring years of experience and intense training. Not everything in life is as simple as shooting and spacing people, Commander Ayers.”

      I almost made some snappy comeback about how shooting and spacing people saved his ass while he was literally asleep on the job, but I held my tongue. This wasn’t some barracks room or spaceport bar. I was in a command meeting. This was my first time. It was Foyle’s first too. He had been promoted as far beyond his rank as Loftsdóttir and I had. I decided making a good impression with everyone else was a better long-term strategy than giving this dickhead a verbal spanking. Much as the thought appealed to me …

      Holding my tongue doesn’t come naturally to me. That smug look of superiority on his face didn’t exactly help either. I couldn’t believe he knew about my heart condition. He’d hold that over me, I felt sure.

      “Anyway, I suggest we all get back to work. We have a lot to do,” Foyle said.

      Shouldn’t that be the commander’s line?

      “Right, everyone,” Loftsdóttir said. “That’s all for now.”

      Whoa, big mistake.

      Letting a brand new second-in-command who was too big for his boots talk over you … I hoped the ex-major learned to be a commander pretty damn quick, or Foyle was going to become a serious pain in the ass.

      As we walked out, I took Dr. Stark aside.

      “Do you think you could just keep my condition within the high command?” I asked in a low voice.

      Dr. Stark gave me a no-nonsense stare.

      “Major Li needs to know. It’s a matter of ship security. I will give him strict instructions not to tell anyone else.”

      That wasn’t what I was worried about. I knew he wouldn’t tell anyone else. It was him knowing that bothered me.

      I saw Sanchez hesitating on deck, staring at the viewscreen as the others filed to the elevator. Was she waiting for me?

      I nodded to the doctor and went to join her. The elevator had already left and we caught the next one. Dr. Stark, to my relief, stayed on the command deck to talk to Commander Loftsdóttir, no doubt about either me or poor Dr. Conti. I reminded myself to visit the botanist. Hoped it might assuage my guilt.

      As the doors to the elevator closed, I struggled to think of some small talk. Literally, anything. But fifty years was a long time not to flirt with a woman. I was rusty. I reached for the first option my mind offered up.

      That’s generally a dumb idea.

      “What was that term you used to describe the Biospherists? Anarcho-something?”

      “Anarcho-primitivists.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It’s an old branch of anarchism that started in the nineteenth century during the first industrial revolution. Basically it advocates the dismantling of technological society and a return to a preindustrial, or even pre-agricultural, mode of living.”

      “Good luck doing that with eleven billion people.”

      Sanchez laughed. “Yeah, they could never explain what would happen to all the excess population. If you tried to pin them down, they talked vaguely of ‘population management.’ Always sounded like a euphemism for genocide to me.”

      “You talked to these people?” I asked, surprised.

      A flicker of something went through her eyes. Suspicion? Fear? A moment later it was gone. Hidden, more like. I filed the observation away for future reference.

      “There were groups like that at my university when I was doing my PhD work. This was before the Biospherists turned to violence and got banned. They picketed the Biosciences building and medical research labs a lot, protesting against animal testing and that sort of thing. My specialty is exoplanetary biology, so they didn’t bother me much. If you walked across campus in a lab coat, though, they’d sometimes stop you and give you a lecture.”

      “What did they say?”

      Sanchez rolled her eyes. “A lot of nonsense about how humanity was headed for destruction and the only way out was to give up technology. Ridiculous. That might have worked 200 years ago, but it’s too late for that. There are too many people and the air and water and soil are too far gone. The only way to solve Earth’s problems is with a technological solution.”

      “Except we didn’t solve them. We cut and run.”

      I felt guilty about that. Well, really I felt guilty about stealing someone else’s chance to cut and run, but potato/potato. I was here and they weren’t, and that was something I’d have to live with the rest of my life. Which, now I thought about it, might not be that long.

      “We have to preserve the species,” Sanchez said, running her fingers through her hair. “Hopefully they got their act together back on Earth and started to reverse the damage.”

      “You don’t sound too convinced.”

      Sanchez opened her mouth, hesitated over her next words, and then said, “Well, it’s a huge problem, and all those rebellions don’t help.”

      I sensed that she was about to criticize the government, not a wise move in front of the head of security right after a terrorist attack. A lot of civilians were overly cautious with their speech. The police could be brutal, especially the secret police.

      I didn’t want her to think I was one of those assholes. I put on a grin and said, “The government can’t fix potholes, how are they going to fix holes in the ozone layer?”

      That got a relieved laugh. The elevator doors opened.

      “This is my stop,” she said, moving toward the door. She paused and gave me an uncertain smile. “Thank you for what you did. I hope your heart feels better.”

      The elevator doors closed behind her, and I realized that it did.
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      Sigma Aurigae shone bright and yellowish-orange on the viewscreen. Sanchez was at the controls on the command deck. She could have easily left this to one of her people, but I suspected she wanted to enjoy the historic moment for herself. With a touch of a button, she went through the five planets—a gas giant that looked remarkably like Jupiter, a smaller gas giant furthest from the star, a blasted Mercury-type planet close in to the star, a large terrestrial planet twice as big as Earth with a poisonous atmosphere of sulfur thanks to heavy volcanic activity, and then finally she focused the sensors on the planet we had all set our hopes on.

      With a flair for the dramatic, she had saved the best for last.

      The planet in question was actually second from the star, not third, like back home. First was the small, hot Mercury-type planet, then a gap big enough for two planets that had left the planetary scientists on board scratching their heads over how this solar system had formed, then the cloudy planet we had come to investigate. Third from the sun was the giant volcano world, then the Jupiter clone, and after another gap came the small gas giant.

      Each close-up thrilled me. I had never seen a good image of an exoplanet. No one had. And now we were looking at an exoplanet that might harbor life.

      Every one of the senior staff stared in wonder. Even Foyle looked impressed.

      It didn’t stop him from being a pushy asshole, though.

      “Any life signs?” he asked.

      “I’m examining the spectra,” Sanchez said without looking up. I resisted the urge to shake my head in disgust. Any good officer knows not to rush someone doing an important job. Rushing a subordinate is a show of ego, not the opposite, as all men like Foyle seemed to believe.

      The planet was a swirl of heavy gray clouds that covered almost the entire surface, at least the half we could see as we slowly approached from a quarter of an astronomical unit away. But even at 40 million kilometers distant, we were getting an excellent view. The Nansen had been fitted with the best sensors the world had to offer. Through the few gaps in the cloud we could see the green of heavy vegetation, and the shimmering blue of sea.

      “No communications on the electromagnetic spectrum,” Sanchez said. Engineering had fixed the external comm system that morning.

      One of the crew at a touchscreen groaned in disappointment. I sympathized. It would have been an impossible dream come true to make first contact so soon after waking up from stasis.

      “Surface temperature 42 degrees Celsius and near one hundred percent humidity,” Sanchez said. “Low UV levels. K-type stars don’t emit much anyway, and that cloud layer blocks most of it. That will slow genetic mutation. I doubt this place has evolved much, unless life started a long time ago, and there is life. I’m detecting spectral signatures for a huge amount of flora. Most of the land is covered in a thick forest canopy, making it hard to detect animal life. About fifty percent of the surface on this side of the planet is a scattering of small oceans.”

      She went on. While some of what she said was overly technical and way over the heads of many people present, including yours truly, I understood enough to know this was hot and humid, with an atmosphere that would require respirators but not spacesuits. The gravity was 1.2 of Earth’s, meaning I would weigh, instead of my usual 85 kilos of trim muscle, a hefty 102. I’d never weighed that much in my life. I wondered what that would do to my heart. I’d felt a few flutterings and a couple of skipped beats in the past 24 hours. That had me worried.

      But staring at the first habitable exoplanet anyone had ever seen up close kept my mind off of it.

      Once we got into orbit, Sanchez turned on the deep scanners, cutting through the cloud layer and forest canopy. It was done with infrared, but then adjusted to visual with a false color process so that it looked like we were flying at an elevation of a couple of hundred meters over an open plain.

      Everyone on the command center gasped as we saw our first animal. Sanchez zoomed in, but the thing, about the size of a large dog, was too small for her to get a good image. A four-legged reptilian was about all we could make out. Then we spotted a second one of the same species. She adjusted the tuning to focus on the forest canopy, and we immediately saw lots of little dots jumping from limb to limb.

      “Some sort of humanoid mammal,” Sanchez murmured, “not unlike the monkeys we used to have on Earth.”

      The command deck fell silent. Primates had been our own ancestors on Earth. Could the same thing have happened here?

      She kept scanning, passing over a small ocean to another continent. She scouted the shore and the water right next to it. I figured she was hoping to find a seaside village or boats or something. No luck.

      “Not much here,” Foyle grumbled.

      Sanchez’s back was to him, but I was standing near her side and I saw her eyes roll.

      I mean seriously, what did he want? Skyscrapers? We were watching the first signs of non-terrestrial life any human in the universe had ever observed and he was … disappointed?

      For another half hour, while everyone with a brain and a heart stood entranced, Sanchez scanned the surface. We had made almost a full orbit now and found the far side of the planet not much different than the near side. It was a jungle and sea world. There could be worse places to settle.

      Then we saw it. We all saw it at once.

      A cluster of huts.

      They were unmistakable.

      A cluster of little thatched roof huts arranged in a circle. A large fire burned in the center, the wisps of smoke clearly visible.

      And around the fire and passing between the huts were … people.

      At least they looked like people. I could clearly see they were humanoid. They didn’t seem to have any hair on their mottled green and brown skin. Around their bodies they wore something of a tan color. Animal skins? It was hard to tell for sure because we were seeing them from directly above.

      I would like to say the command deck was silent, that you could hear a pin drop, but the truth is I have no idea if anyone was talking or not. I was so hypnotized by our first glimpse of intelligent alien life that you could have driven a Goliath armored vehicle through the room and I wouldn’t have noticed. I wasn’t even staring at Sanchez anymore, and that’s saying something.

      Sanchez zoomed in. The image grew pixelated and she pulled back a bit until she found the best setting. The people were still a bit pixelated but the computer tried to smooth out the image. Several figures seemed to be building up the fire, and while it was hard to see because of the smoke and flames, I could have sworn I saw some sort of animal roasting on a spit. Maybe one of those big lizards we saw earlier?

      Other figures were going in and out of huts. A pair of aliens were bent over some task in front of a hut that I couldn’t see.

      Sanchez panned out a little and detected more figures a bit to the east. She zoomed in, spotted a trail from the village, and followed it until it ended at a small river. The river had been dammed with logs to make a little pond. Several of the aliens, smaller than the ones at the village and without clothes, ran around the edge of the pond or splashed in the shallows.

      I took in a sharp intake of breath. Children. Children at the local swimming hole.

      For a moment I seriously thought I would cry. It was something out of Earth’s past. I suppose there were still a few swimming holes left in areas rural enough to keep standing water reasonably clean, but I sure as hell had never seen one. I’d seen them in movies, though, and read about them in books. It was something I had always dreamed about as a kid growing up in a 40-story concrete tower bloc.

      And now I’d found one.

      Sanchez paused on the scene. I glanced over at her and saw tears in her eyes.

      But I couldn’t look at her long. What was on the viewscreen was too incredible.

      The kids were playing just like Earth kids, or at least I supposed so since I’d never seen Earth kids swimming in a pond before. They splashed around, chased each other, and dared each other to walk to the end of a big overhanging branch that they used as a diving board.

      Commander Loftsdóttir broke the spell.

      “Anything on the electromagnetic spectrum?” she asked.

      “Still a negative,” Sanchez said, her voice coming out choked. She cleared her throat. “We’re scanning through all frequencies and receiving nothing unusual.”

      “They’re primitives, just look at them.”

      That last comment came from Foyle. Big surprise.

      “Let’s see what else is out there,” Sanchez said, zooming out. Within a couple of minutes, she’d found another village about ten kilometers from the first. It was roughly the same size, the huts laid out in a circle, the natives going about their work.

      “See if you can find another watering hole,” I quipped.

      Sanchez chuckled.

      As she zoomed in, we spotted a path leading away from this village in the direction of the one we had seen. She followed it and we ended up back at the first village. We had also passed a couple of forks in the road.

      “There are no defensive structures,” Qiang said. He had begged to come along to the command deck, even though he wasn’t strictly necessary. We had left a squad of female NCOs in charge of the brig, so I decided it was safe to indulge him. “No walls or moats or anything like that.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to have any trouble with them even if they did,” Foyle said. “You seriously think they could put up a fight?”

      Qiang shook his head and explained in a tone of strained patience, “What I mean is that it probably indicates they are at peace with one another, and that there are no major predators to guard against. When there are predators or raiding from enemy groups, there’s always some sort of protection. Like the warriors of the Sudan back before the modern era. They would make a barrier called a zariba, a wall of tough thorn bushes they’d build around their villages. The herders and soldiers would do the same every time they made camp. It kept out lions and hyenas and helped slow down enemy raids as well.”

      Qiang’s hobby was military history. He was always coming up with obscure anecdotes from the past. Sometimes relevant, often not. Always mildly interesting, though.

      Foyle was not impressed. “Lions are extinct, and we haven’t seen any on this planet either.”

      “But the point is a good one. Thank you, Major Li,” Commander Loftsdóttir said, giving him an approving nod.

      About time you spoke out against that asshole, I thought.

      Foyle frowned, but kept his mouth shut.

      The command deck fell silent again. Sanchez moved the camera back along the trail until we came to a fork in the path, and then followed it. Within a few kilometers we had come to another village, this one a bit bigger.

      “No defenses at this one either,” I observed. Had to rub it in a little.

      I was just coming up with another witty cut down when the words caught in my throat.

      Like the other villages, the huts were in a circle around a fire. A row of natives sat cross-legged on one side of the fire, moving rhythmically. Sanchez fiddled with the optics, but couldn’t quite resolve the image enough to see what they were doing. I squinted, cocked my head. It looked like they were playing musical instruments. That or jacking off. Would they do that at the central fire? Hey, different cultures, different morals.

      Then a file of natives came out of one of the larger huts, swaying back and forth. The people were tiny, barely more than dots, but we could clearly see them swaying back and forth in unison.

      A dance. They were having a dance. Whether it was some religious festival or just a party it was impossible to say. It didn’t matter. It made them human, almost as much as that swimming hole.

      These people were like us.

      “What shall we call them?” Barakat asked.

      Everyone turned to Commander Loftsdóttir. Of all the crap she had to deal with in the last 48 hours, I couldn’t think of a more important decision than this.

      She paused for a moment.

      “The Aurigans,” she said. “After the constellation. But that’s just a provisional name. If their name for themselves is something we can pronounce, we’ll use their name.”

      “Good idea,” Qiang said. “So many native people got stuck with the names their enemies gave them, like the Apache. That just means ‘enemy’ in the Zuni language. Not exactly something they’d call themselves.”

      I smiled. Qiang talked like some bespectacled nerd, but was in fact a level-headed officer who knew no fear and when the situation called for it could explode into appalling violence.

      “We need to do a survey of this planet,” Foyle said. “See if there are any good mineral resources.”

      “We’ve been scanning, sir,” a technician at another touchscreen said. “Good supply of fossil fuels, all the common metals, plus some strange compounds we’re going to need to analyze.”

      “Everything we need?” Foyle asked.

      “It seems so, sir.”

      Foyle rubbed his hands together. “Good. That’s good.”

      “Wait a minute,” Sanchez cut in. “This planet is taken.”

      “It’s not like they’re overpopulated down there,” Foyle objected.

      “The air isn’t breathable without respirators,” Commander Loftsdóttir said, not taking her eyes off the screen. “I haven’t made my final decision, but considering the planet is inhabited, we’ll probably keep going to Terra Nova and leave the Aurigans to themselves.”

      Sanchez turned in her chair. “We’ll study them first, right?”

      The commander gave a curt nod. “Of course.”

      Foyle frowned, but said nothing.

      “Wait, what’s that?” a technician said. “Something on the electromagnetic spectrum. On the UHF part of the spectrum.”

      Radio communications? I strode over to the panel and looked at the readout. It showed a regular amplitude modulated signal. The same method we used to overlay a voice onto a carrier wave.

      “What is it?” Commander Loftsdóttir demanded.

      “It’s a radio signal,” I said, barely believing my own words.

      “Coming from the planet?” Sanchez asked.

      “Couldn’t be,” Foyle said.

      The technician checked the direction finder.

      “No, coming from interstellar space,” he said. “A strong transmission coming from a sector of the sky nearly in the direct opposite direction from Earth.”

      “From a source of intelligence?” Chief Engineer Iliescu asked, joining us at the touchscreen.

      “You tell me,” I said.

      He studied it for a minute while the command deck remained silent. On the main screen, the green natives were still dancing, having formed a circle around the fire and the musicians. It seemed like the whole village was dancing. I kept glancing from the dance to whatever technological wizardry Iliescu was up to, and then back at the dance.

      “It is intelligent,” he whispered. “It has to be.”

      “Put it on speaker.”

      The Chief Engineer touched a command panel and suddenly a deep grating sound filled the room. It sounded like someone rolling gravel inside a steel drum. But there was a certain character to it, a certain sense. I swore I could pick out words. There were pauses, and certain sounds were repeated.

      “My God, it’s a language,” Barakat said. “But where from? Executive Officer Foyle is right, the Aurigans are too primitive for radio.”

      The transmission cut off. A couple of seconds later a new transmission came on, much fainter, but in the same grating language.

      “This is coming from near the rim of the planet,” Iliescu said, his fingers a blur over the touchscreen as he made calculations. “It’s faint only because it’s a directional beam pointed away from us. We’re only getting the back end.”

      “Pinpoint the source and bring it up on the main screen,” Commander Loftsdóttir ordered.

      The native dance disappeared, replaced with a close-up of the edge of the planet, the milky clouds with a bit of emerald green peeking through set against the black, eternal night. A bright star shone close to the planet.

      “Magnifying,” the chief engineer said.

      The view changed and suddenly the star resolved into a truncated sphere of metal, with a flat top and bottom. My breath caught. Iliescu magnified again, and the fuzzy image filled the screen. I could see windows and turrets and thrusters.

      I gasped. “It’s another spaceship.”
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      “Emergency alert!” I shouted through the comm system. “All security to battle stations and aim at the unidentified ship. Do not fire. I repeat, do not fire without my express orders.”

      “What are you doing?” Sanchez asked, looking aghast. “They don’t look hostile.”

      “We don’t know their intentions,” I said. It killed me to see the judgmental look she was giving me. Still, I had a job to do. I’d deal with her later, assuming we didn’t get blown out of the sky by some hostile alien race.

      Hostile. Alien. Race. That hadn’t been a concept I could even conceive of until a few seconds before, and now I was faced with not just one, but two alien races. How many of them were out there? I wondered. And how many were hostile? Maybe we’d have been better off staying on Earth after all, no matter that she was sick and dying.

      “Commander Ayers, initiate manual override on all weapons,” Commander Loftsdóttir ordered.

      Good idea. Didn’t want some panicky NCO starting an interstellar incident.

      I shouldered a technician aside, took over his touchscreen, and typed in the override. Then I looked at the ship.

      It was approaching. Whoever they were, whatever they were, they had spotted us.

      “Their thrusters are amazing!” Iliescu cried. “Look at that velocity.”

      The velocity was shown on a readout at the bottom left corner of the screen, and it was twice what we were capable of. I checked out the other specifications. The ship was only about a quarter our size. That didn’t mean it was weaker, though. Ours was a colony vessel. What if this was a warship?

      “Are they attacking?” a technician asked, his tone rising a note at the end.

      “Everyone keep calm,” Commander Loftsdóttir said in a level voice.

      I glanced at her. She stood erect, hands clasped behind her, brow furrowed. Maybe I had underestimated her. Maybe she was up to the challenge that had been thrust on her.

      We were about to find out.

      “Range 1,000 kilometers and closing,” a technician said.

      The commander said nothing.

      “It’s attacking,” Major Foyle said. “We should fire first.”

      “We do not fire unless fired upon,” Commander Loftsdóttir said.

      “Range 900 kilometers and closing,” the technician said.

      I got busy scanning. My instruments showed thick armor plating of an unknown alloy similar to steel. I also caught the heat signatures of what could have been weapons, and small portholes that could have been torpedo bays. If they were, I took some reassurance in the fact that they remained closed. There were also several tubes sticking out of the sides that could have been lasers or rocket launchers or God-knows-what.

      But in truth I had no idea. I had never done a weapons assessment on a ship built by something other than humans before. No one had.

      “Range 600 and closing.”

      “Sanchez, what have you got?” I asked after relaying my findings to the rest of the command deck.

      “I switched off audio to the broadcast so we could hear each other, but they’re still communicating with a source outside this solar system. They’re sending a long message.”

      “Can you estimate how far the extrasolar radio source is?” Commander Loftsdóttir asked.

      “Not without a lengthy analysis. There’s no back and forth communication so far, so it’s probably fairly far. Electromagnetic waves only go the speed of light, so it’s impossible to have a real conversation across interplanetary distances, and certainly not interstellar ones.”

      “So that means whoever it is, they must be within a few light days or weeks.”

      Well, at least they hadn’t invented faster than light communication. I didn’t know if such a thing was possible. It would have given them a huge strategic and tactical advantage, though.

      “Range four hundred kilometers and closing.”

      I wished that technician would shut up. It was making everyone antsy.

      “We need to fire now!” Foyle said.

      Some people were getting antsier than others.

      “No one is firing until and unless we are fired upon.” Commander Loftsdóttir looked at me. “Is that clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      Just because I was preparing for them to be hostile didn’t mean I assumed them to be.

      “Can you translate their language?” Barakat asked Sanchez.

      “I’d need a lot bigger sample, and many hours with the ship’s computer. Perhaps days. I’m recording everything.”

      Commander Loftsdóttir nodded her approval. So far everyone was holding up well except Foyle. Even Barakat, a civilian through and through, was keeping his cool.

      More or less. Sweat was beading on his face.

      It was practically flowing down mine. I didn’t want to know my heart rate at the moment. I’m sure Dr. Stark was flipping out down in medical. At least he was keeping out of the way.

      “Range two hundred kilometers and closing.”

      Several tongues of flame appeared on the front of the ship. I jumped a little, my heart convulsing until I realized it was their forward thrusters.

      “The ship is slowing,” the technician said.

      It gradually came to a stop a hundred kilometers away from us.

      And did nothing. We stared.

      “Sanchez, put me on audio and visual, on the same frequency they’re using to talk out of the solar system,” Commander Loftsdóttir ordered.

      “Done. But Commander, they might take offense at having their message interrupted. We don’t know what kind of culture we’re dealing with here.”

      “True enough,” the commander replied. “But they might get offended if we don’t hail them.”

      “In other words, we have no idea what to do,” I grumbled under my breath. I did a quick, silent check of all my battle stations. Everyone was on line and ready. I was proud of my security detail. They’d gotten ready in record time.

      “Make sure visual shows my entire body but as little as possible of the background,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. She stood at attention, hands still clasped behind her back, and then seemed to think twice and folded her hands in front of her.

      Probably a smart move. Keep your hands where they can see them. Assuming they knew what hands were. They might have tentacles or robotic hooks or something.

      The question was, would they figure out how to process the signal? So far we hadn’t seen anything unusual or unknown. Perhaps all aliens made the same basic discoveries. A modulated radio signal was an obvious and effective way to send a voice transmission, for example. Would they send visual transmissions as digital packets like we did?

      Well, even if they couldn’t see the visual, they would figure out the audio since it used the same technology as theirs.

      Commander Loftsdóttir cleared her throat. “Unidentified ship, we are the Ark Ship Nansen from the planet Earth, on a peaceful exploratory mission. We wish to speak with you.”

      Silence.

      The silence dragged on for several seconds.

      “A response is coming in, Commander, visual and audio,” a technician said. “The visual is a little unusual but the computer can process it.”

      “Put it on screen.”

      A picture splashed across the screen and I jerked back. Several people cried out.

      What filled the screen was nothing close to human—broad shoulders encased in steel, a line of spikes running along the shoulder armor and down what I could see of the armored upper arms. The head was bare, a lump of brown flesh with strange knobs or warts all over the hairless skin. The neck was thicker than the head, making the whole thing look like a bullet dipped in cow droppings. A bony ridge ran from front to back over a bald pate. Bilious yellow eyes with slitted pupils focused on us. The thing opened a broad mouth encircled by rubbery lips to expose a row of pointed teeth.

      It spoke in that same harsh, grating language we had heard before. Its message was brief, with a note of challenge in it, and then it cut off its audio and visual and the screen went blank. Then there was a tone of several deep electronic notes and it cut off the transmission.

      “What was that tone sequence at the end?” I asked.

      “A regular series of notes,” Iliescu said, tapping away at a touchscreen and studying a chart. “I’m guessing it’s some sort of universal code, like navigation computers use to communicate between ships. That would indicate they are familiar with other species.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not familiar with the message,” Barakat complained.

      “That was a threat,” Foyle said.

      “We can’t make guesses about an alien’s method of communication,” Sanchez said. Despite her words, she had turned pale.

      “What do we do, Commander?” Iliescu asked.

      Damn good question. The screen showed the ship again in close up. Nothing seemed to be happening over there.

      And then one of those portholes opened.

      I leaped to my touchscreen.

      “Defense stations, be on the alert for incoming torpedoes.”

      I guessed right. A torpedo shot out of the porthole and streaked across the intervening space at an incredible speed, far greater than our potential.

      “Defense Bays One and Two, shoot that torpedo out of the sky … wait, belay that order but stay on alert if it changes course.”

      The torpedo was on a vector to miss us by a good 20 kilometers.

      “It’s a warning shot,” I said.

      The torpedo flew past and disappeared into the distance.

      “We’ll do the same,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “Commander Ayers, launch one of our fastest torpedoes at a vector to keep it well clear of the ship.”

      “It’s not going to impress them,” I said. “Even our fastest is half the speed of theirs.”

      “Do it.”

      I did it. The torpedo shot wide of the mark. Everyone on the command deck held their breath.

      There was a brief audio message from the alien ship, its thrusters came back on, and it moved away.

      “Now what?” the chief engineer asked.

      “Now we sit tight and see what they do,” Commander Loftsdóttir replied.

      The alien ship receded and got into orbit about 30 degrees ahead of us in our path around the planet.

      Foyle turned to me. “Commander Ayers, would our defense capabilities have been able to hit that torpedo before it got to us?”

      “Maybe. If they sent a whole barrage we’d be in some serious shit, um, I mean trouble.”

      I was still getting used to this whole command deck thing.

      Foyle didn’t seem to notice my slip. He had already turned back to the screen, chewing at his lip.

      Sanchez spoke up. “I think they just wanted us to stay clear. We were right not to back off. We didn’t want to show fear any more than we wanted to show aggression.”

      Commander Loftsdóttir nodded. “That seems a fair assessment. They don’t seem to care that we’re not leaving, though.”

      “Sensors picking up alien ship scanning the planet,” a technician said.

      “You’d think they’d be more interested in us than in those primitives down there,” Foyle said. He seemed almost put out.

      I had to admit it was odd. Maybe those ugly aliens were more used to meeting different species, but surely a spacefaring race trying to make contact would be of more interest than some Stone Age tribes.

      I checked my workstation, which I had set to scan every visible square inch of the alien ship. They had gotten into a geosynchronous orbit over the same area we had been scanning, perhaps even right above the same villages. It was hard to tell since we had moved off a bit into a higher orbit, and the cloud cover was nearly complete.

      A warning light at my workstation flashed red.

      “Several portholes are opening on the ship,” I announced. “Could be more weapons but they are facing the planet, not us. The portholes are larger than the one that opened for the torpedo.”

      “Stay on alert,” Commander Loftsdóttir ordered.

      “Yes, Commander,” I replied. Of course I was going to stay on alert. What did she expect?

      A dozen missiles shot out of the side of the spaceship, streaking toward the planet.

      “What the … ?”

      I had expected anything but that.

      We watched them enter the atmosphere, heating up and glowing like a meteor swarm as they spread out.

      Several people on the command deck groaned as they impacted, and bright spots flared beneath the cloud cover. They made a pattern covering a large section of the planet’s surface.

      Sanchez adjusted the sensors and showed us an infrared image of what was going on down on the ground.

      In a dozen different spots rose the mushroom clouds of nuclear detonations.
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      “They hit the villages we were studying,” Sanchez gasped. “Put one right in the middle of them.”

      “They’ve hit the surface in a regular pattern,” I said, but my voice came out hoarse and my eyes welled. I cleared my throat and surreptitiously wiped my eyes. “It looks like they want to distribute the radiation evenly.”

      The ship burned its thrusters again, moving forward in orbit.

      “They’re going to hit the planet again,” Foyle said. “They’re going to irradiate the entire surface.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said. I didn’t expect to be saying that very often. In this case, though …

      “Hail the alien ship,” Commander Loftsdóttir ordered.

      “Frequency open,” a technician said.

      “Alien vessel, this is Commander Loftsdóttir of the Ark Ship Nansen. Why are you bombing the surface?”

      I glanced at my touchscreen. The bombs had hit in a pattern that would spread lethal doses of radiation across almost 50 million square kilometers, about a tenth of the planet’s surface.

      The alien vessel didn’t reply. After a minute, the commander repeating her message several times, the ship stopped in geosynchronous orbit again.

      “Heat signatures show them about to launch more missiles,” I said.

      A dozen more missiles streaked out of the ship, headed for the surface.

      “My God! It’s genocide!” Sanchez cried.

      “Commander Ayers, fire a torpedo across the alien ship’s bow. Closer than the last one but still with a vector that shows we don’t intend to hit them.”

      I did as I was asked. The torpedo shot past the alien ship just as it picked up speed to go ahead in its orbit. The torpedo flew off into space.

      “Helmsman, put us on a course to follow the ship but maintain the same relative position.”

      Commander Loftsdóttir was about to say more when the screen lit up with the head and shoulders of that armored lump of warts and fangs.

      The creature spoke at length, in a voice that sounded irate. It cut off, and the same series of electronic tones sounded at the end of the transmission.

      Foyle spoke up. “It’s a warning. They’re telling us not to interfere.”

      Maybe.

      “We can’t sit by while they destroy an entire species,” Sanchez objected.

      The ship was moving into its new position. Within another couple of minutes, it would be ready to launch more missiles at the planet’s surface.

      “The species on the surface have done nothing wrong,” Barakat said.

      Sanchez nodded. “The Aurigans can’t have even gotten off planet. They’d need at least another thousand years of advancement. The species in the ship couldn’t have any grievances against them. This is genocide plain and simple. They’re probably exterminating the natives so they can take over.”

      “But what about the radiation?” I asked. “Would they want to take over an irradiated planet?”

      “Maybe they’re immune. We know nothing about them. We can’t scan their life forms while they’re inside the ship,” Sanchez said.

      That red indicator flashed at my workstation again, informing me that the computer had detected more of the portholes opening on the alien vessel.

      “They’re about to launch,” I announced.

      “Send a torpedo between them and the surface, right in the missiles’ trajectory,” the commander ordered.

      “Gladly,” I grumbled as I punched in the flight path.

      The torpedo streaked right past their planetside missile launchers. I put in a curving trajectory so that their sensors would be unsure for the first few seconds after launch whether it was meant to hit them or not. At least our sensors would have been fooled. I had no idea what their sensors were capable of.

      The ship didn’t hail us until after my torpedo shot past. Then all we got was that same series of electronic tones, repeated three times.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Foyle complained.

      “Don’t they realize we’re strangers?” Barakat asked.

      “Maybe there are so many species in this section of the galaxy they don’t recognize all of them,” Sanchez said.

      It seemed unbelievable, but we had discovered two different species just in the past hour. What more could be out here? External comms had only just been put back online. We hadn’t had a chance to listen to the local chatter. What if a whole bunch of races were out here? If they had all started talking less than 500 years ago, we would have never heard them back on Earth.

      A dozen more missiles flared out of the ship, descending toward the surface and the helpless Aurigans.

      “We can’t let them do this!” Sanchez said.

      “I agree,” Barakat said. “This is monstrous.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Foyle said, raising his hands. “We don’t know what’s going on here. What if the Aurigans are the bad guys?”

      Sanchez rounded on him. “Oh come on, they’re Stone Age villagers getting nuked from orbit!”

      “I’m just saying we’re strangers in this part of the galaxy and we shouldn’t rush into a shooting war,” Foyle said.

      I turned to Loftsdóttir, only to find her looking at me.

      Our eyes locked. I saw fear in there, and confusion. Silently she begged me for advice.

      I had none to give.

      No one did. The command deck fell silent. Everyone turned to her.

      If I had been in her place, I would have given my left arm to walk right out of there and let somebody else make that decision.

      To her lasting credit, she did not do that.

      “We cannot let one species exterminate another,” she said at last. “This isn’t a war we’ve stumbled on, but the ethnic cleansing of a helpless, primitive civilization. Even without knowing anything more about these two species, the morality of the situation is clear. We have to intervene.”

      My heart, which had been pumping wildly all this time while I had tried to ignore it, convulsed, skipped a beat, and took another couple of irregular beats before it got back on track. Lightheaded, I leaned against the panel for support, hoping no one noticed. Black spots filled my peripheral vision.

      Shit. Not now. Not now.

      Commander Loftsdóttir turned to me. “Lay out a firing plan and attack the ship on my mark.”

      I pulled myself together as best I could, taking long slow breaths. After a second I turned to the touchscreen, firing out messages to my various battery commanders, fingers flying over the screen as I figured trajectories, guessed at weak spots. I knew so little about the ship, I might as well have been firing blind. Qiang strode to the touchscreen next to mine and took over half the batteries, glancing over at what I was doing in order to make a unified attack plan.

      Not that I had much of a plan. I had never engaged in ship-to-ship combat before. I had done plenty of simulations, of course; all officers had. But I was internal security, not ship’s defense. In the armed forces I had commanded ground troops. I had never piloted a vessel in combat. A specialist should have been doing this.

      Unfortunately, all the specialist officers in ship’s defense were dead, thanks to the Biospherists.

      A message blinked on my screen from Dr. Stark. I ignored it. At least he was smart enough not to cut in during a crisis. He could have overridden my comm, declaring what I’m sure was a medical emergency going on inside my chest, but no doubt he was monitoring events and knew that there was no point saving his patient if that meant the patient and everyone else would get shot out of the sky.

      And I got the feeling those warty piles of shit would do just that if I didn’t make my opening salvo a decisive one. From what I had seen, they had the edge on us in technology, plus the advantage of a full compliment of crew.

      “Attack plan laid out,” I said.

      Qiang and I exchanged looks. My friend was not happy. Hell, neither was I.

      The alien ship had almost gotten into its next spot in orbit.

      “Sensors picking up a large concentration of villages in the ship’s firing range,” Sanchez said.

      Commander Loftsdóttir stiffened. She opened her mouth, and for an agonizingly long moment no words came out.

      “Fire,” she said. The word came out harsh, like a dejected sigh.

      I turned and gave the commands to my batteries.

      And started humanity’s first interstellar war.

      All our batteries opened up at once. Dozens of torpedoes streaked across the space between our ships. Several larger missiles joined them, as well as fifty smaller dummy projectiles designed to give off a large heat signature and fool the ship’s defenses. With a bit of luck, their counterbattery fire would go against the dummies and not the real thing.

      With all the unknown variables in this fight, we needed that luck.

      We got it. Sort of.

      The alien ship was taken completely by surprise. The projectiles made it a full third of the way to their target before the aliens’ defenses kicked in, and by then it was almost too late.

      Almost, but not quite.

      Several small turrets on the ship swiveled, and sensors showed them pouring out some sort of high density projectile.

      They were large slugs, like oversized bullets. We used titanium spikes for counterbattery fire, basically larger versions of flechettes and good for puncturing a missile and setting it off. Worked well on lighter ships too, although any ship of decent size had enough armor to make them useless.

      The turrets fired at incredible speed, sending out a hailstorm of projectiles. One by one, I watched in horror as torpedoes and missiles got shot out of the sky. Not a single decoy was fired upon. They had not been fooled for a second.

      But they had been caught off guard, and not enough counterbattery turrets got into the action quick enough to take out all the incoming death we had sent their way.

      About a quarter of the torpedoes made it through, and a scattering of detonations pummeled the ship’s hull. I saw several counterbattery turrets blast apart and metal shear off in other locations. Panels and bulges and external equipment I couldn’t begin to identify blew up.

      And then one of the larger missiles got through.

      There was a flare of white light, and part of the hull cracked open. For a brief instant we saw flame coiling in the breach before it cut off. The decks had automatically sealed to keep the vacuum from sucking out the atmosphere, just like our ship was designed to do. Now we could see a hole in the hull, like a divot on a golf ball. Three decks were exposed and portions of room and corridors. Debris and body parts floated in the vacuum.

      The command deck let out a cheer.

      Premature. We had given them a hell of a bloody nose, but they weren’t down for the count.

      And now came the counterpunch.

      Fifty torpedoes came flying out of the enemy ship. I stumbled, cursed as I realized my heart was betraying me, and watched as the torpedoes closed.

      Our counterbattery turrets sprang into action, sending out titanium flechettes to tear into the torpedoes, puncturing the warheads and setting them off, or punching holes in their sides to send them off at a different vector.

      At least that was what was supposed to happen.

      A few torpedoes exploded, one flaring up like a match as its fuel tank was hit, but many, far too many, got through.

      I jabbed a finger on a button and released our last line of defense. The outer hull of the Nansen was covered with a thin shell of detachable steel plates. They were fitted with sensors to detach and fly out at incoming meteors. The idea was that they’d hit the meteor, and if the impact didn’t destroy the meteor entirely, it would at least seriously reduce its velocity before it came into contact with the ship.

      They weren’t designed as a defense against weapons, but I had heard some of the guys talking about how they could be used for that. The automatic sensors on the panels weren’t good enough to handle incoming torpedoes, so I had to set them off myself.

      The thing was, I had no idea how many panels had already sheared off to protect us against meteors on our fifty-year voyage. In the spots where they had, we would be left vulnerable.

      The paneling released, flying out like a jigsaw shield to meet the torpedoes a few hundred meters beyond our hull.

      The viewscreen lit up with explosions, then the entire ship shuddered as several torpedoes got through.

      “Back up out of the debris field!” Commander Loftsdóttir shouted. “Damage report?”

      “No hull breaches, but severe damage in five different sectors and turret 3 has been destroyed,” a technician said.

      “Prepare to fire next salvo,” I ordered.

      “The alien ship is turning,” Qiang said. “Hiding their wounded side.”

      “And bringing their nukes to bear,” I replied.

      “Shall we turn so we can use the anti-meteor panels on the other side?” Qiang asked.

      I had only fired off the panels on one side of the ship.

      “No time. Won’t do much good anyway if they send nukes our way.”

      The Nansen was heavy and slow to maneuver. It was never intended for quick changes of course and its thrusters were underpowered. Not like the ship we were facing.

      “Fire!” I ordered.

      Another barrage of missiles and torpedoes hurtled across the vacuum toward their target.

      Once again most of the torpedoes got intercepted, but this time I’d arranged the launch schedule so they’d act as a screen for the missiles.

      Actually I was trickier than that. I sent out a wave of torpedoes, then a few tougher missiles, followed by more torpedoes, and then the real wave of missiles.

      I was hoping they’d see the first rank of missiles, assume they were the real danger, and focus their counterbattery fire on that.

      They did. The entire first wave of torpedoes, and most of the first wave of missiles, got blown out of the sky. About half of the second wave of torpedoes made it.

      The second wave of missiles all got through.

      A series of explosions rocked the enemy ship, flames flaring up and quickly dying as their hull got breached in several locations. I ordered a third wave of torpedoes, telling the crews to aim for the breaches. Tough to do at this range.

      All the flames in the breaches had already snuffed out. Their emergency measures still sealed off the surviving decks.

      The torpedoes shot for the ship. Only a couple of their counterbattery turrets responded. It looked like many of their systems were offline.

      The torpedoes hit, mostly pummeling the outer hull where they could do limited damage. Then my spirits lifted as I saw one fly into a breach. It exploded amidst the tender insides of their ship.

      It must have hit near the engine room, because a huge explosion burst out of the breach. Fissures ran along the outside of the hull as more explosions blew in a series throughout the interior.

      The command deck broke into a cheer. Qiang and I gave each other a high-five. The enemy ship was all in flames now, fires bursting out everywhere and disappearing just as fast as the last of their atmosphere got used up. We had won. We had taken on a ship of superior technology and firepower and we had won.

      Then we saw the missiles coming at us.
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      There were only four of them, but they were bigger and a hell of a lot faster than anything the aliens had thrown against us so far. They corkscrewed through the debris field we had created between our two ships.

      Our counterbattery fire began before I could even give the order. Flechettes converged on the missiles, but they ducked and wove with unbelievable agility. They must have had a hell of an AI system to calculate the trajectories of several hundred flechettes. The turrets tried to compensate, but the missiles dodged this way and that, the flechettes sailing past harmlessly. The missiles got two-thirds of the way to us before we managed to hit one. The other three zigzagged in close.

      “Prepare for impact!” Qiang shouted.

      Everyone grabbed the nearest solid object.

      At the last moment some flechettes hit a second missile and it spun out, its navigation system blown to hell.

      The other two made a direct hit. The entire command decked rocked with the impact.

      Blackness.

      Confusion.

      A slow reawakening into consciousness. Vague voices echoed in the background, sounding distant. I opened my eyes. Everything was dim and blurry and red. I blinked. Tried to focus.

      I woke up on the floor. The lights had gone off, replaced with low red emergency lighting. All the touchscreens at the workstations showed numerous flashing red warning lights. Several people remained at their posts, while others were still picking themselves off the floor.

      Qiang, a true soldier, was manning his post, sparing me a concerned glance over his shoulder.

      “You all right?”

      I couldn’t answer at first. My head was cloudy and I was having trouble focusing my thoughts. An ache in my chest told me it was my damn heart again.

      Sanchez came over.

      “What happened?” she asked, bending over me.

      I fainted.

      “Got knocked down and hit my head. I’ll be all right. Help me up.”

      Sanchez grabbed my arms and helped me to my feet. For a scientist, she had some decent muscles on her.

      “What’s the situation?” I asked, leaning on the panel next to Qiang and trying to focus on the screen.

      “One missile took out several thrusters on the starboard side. The other hit the dorsal section of the main hull and nearly caused a breach. Blew out some of the electrical system and caused minor fires on five decks. We have reports of at least 15 wounded. No dead. Plenty of damage, though, and we’re going to be pretty slow to maneuver until we get those thrusters fixed.”

      “Sanchez, try to get a fix on that other transmission. We need to know how long we have until we get more company.”

      “Already crunching the numbers,” she said, hurrying back to her workstation.

      “How long was I out?” I whispered to Qiang.

      “About a minute. Was it your—”

      I cut him off. “Commander. Once we are able, we need to send out a couple of tugs to gather as much of the alien technology as we can. We need to know what we’re up against.”

      “Agreed. But the first priority is getting ourselves mobile,” Commander Loftsdóttir said.

      Fair enough. I stood there a moment, not quite sure what to do, as activity swirled around me. Qiang was busy getting status reports from all the turrets and missile launchers. Sanchez was studying some data and casting me concerned looks. Iliescu had disappeared to go check the damage firsthand. Loftsdóttir and Foyle were giving rapid-fire orders to the technicians on the command deck, who were a blur of motion.

      I nodded, satisfied. This was a good crew, selected from among the best of the best. Even us lucky lowlifes who won the lottery were all hyper-qualified. You didn’t even get a lottery ticket without passing a rigorous battery of tests.

      Well, I had cheated my way through the lottery, but I was qualified. All of us were.

      And now we were turning into a team. We had all worked together in training and when leaving the solar system, of course, but this was the first time we had worked together under a dangerous situation. We had done well.

      We had lucked out too. If we hadn’t surprised those nuke-happy aliens, they would have blown us out of the sky for sure.

      Something didn’t sit right with that fight. I got the impression they had been telling us not to interfere. Maybe Iliescu was right and that series of electronic tones had been some sort of universal code everyone out here used to cross the language barrier. Maybe it had meant, “This is our territory so mind your own business.”

      But we couldn’t mind our own business when an entire primitive race was being slaughtered. I thought of those kids in that swimming hole and felt ill. They were all dead or dying now, screaming blind with their retinas burned out by the explosion, writhing as the radiation tore up their cellular structure and made them vomit blood. There was no worse way to die than radiation. I’d seen the vids of the various disasters: Chernobyl, Karachi, Long Island. It was painful and it was ugly.

      And millions of the Aurigans were suffering that now.

      Qiang turned to me to report.

      “Three minor casualties among the security staff. Two got electrical burns when our system overloaded and discharged through some of the workstations, and one got smoke inhalation fighting a fire. We lost three counterbattery turrets to external damage and that last hit knocked eight of our missile launchers offline. Iliescu is making us a priority, followed by fixing the thrusters.”

      “Good.”

      “Are you all right?” he asked in a lower tone.

      “I’m fine, Qiang.”

      He treated me to a level stare.

      “I’m still not fully recovered,” I conceded. “Dr. Stark says I’ll be fine in a couple of days.”

      “We might not have a couple of days.”

      As if on cue, Sanchez reported her findings.

      “Source of transmission is a spot between this solar system and the next nearest one, which also has a couple of terrestrial planets. They’re about a half a light year away. I got a fix on the ship. It’s headed this way at an incredible speed. It will arrive here in two days. “

      Half a light year in two days? That was four days to go a light year.

      We could only go a light year in eighteen.

      Qiang and I stared at each other, appalled. What had we gotten ourselves into? How could we possibly hope to go up against an alien race with that kind of technological power?

      Foyle caught the significance too.

      “Holy crap! How the hell are we supposed to beat that level of technology?”

      Very professional. Good leadership quality. I reminded myself to look up Foyle’s CV to see just how this ass hat got into such a high position on such an important mission.

      “We beat them before,” I said.

      He glared at me.

      “We got them by surprise and there was only one of them. What if they send a fleet against us?”

      He was still an ass hat, but I had to concede, the man had a point.

      Sanchez cleared her throat. “I’m not done with my report.”

      We turned to her. What more bad news could she have?

      “I finally had a chance to monitor the electromagnetic spectrum. I’ve found more communication signals.”

      She definitely had everyone’s attention now.

      “This whole sector is alive with chatter. I’ve detected seventeen different distinct signals on various frequencies.”

      “Seventeen?” I said, nearly fainting again. “There are seventeen races out here?”

      “Well, the same race might have more than one language, just like we do, but it’s reasonable to assume that a race that has developed interstellar capabilities will have a unified world government and will agree on a single language for communications. I’ve done some analysis of the languages and found that the words are being created using at least eight widely different sets of vocal cords.”

      “So eight different races,” Foyle said.

      “Or more if they evolved similarly. So far from what we’ve seen, intelligent life confirms the old theory that it will look much like us.”

      “That pile of nuke tossing shit did not look like me,” I said.

      Sanchez smiled, and I got the impression she was laughing at me.

      “It had a head, didn’t it? Just like you. And two eyes and a mouth, and shoulders and arms. We didn’t see the rest, but I bet it had a torso and a pair of legs.”

      “Fair enough,” I conceded. “The green dudes on the surface look more like us.”

      “We haven’t gotten a good look at them,” the chief scientist said, still smiling at me. “But I get what you mean. Given a choice of company …”

      “Unfortunately we know what company we’ll be keeping in a couple of days,” the commander said. “Let’s get back to work. Sanchez, assemble a team to monitor all communications. Priority is to analyze the language of that race we fought. Attempt a translation. We’ll give you as much computing power as we can spare.”

      For the next couple of hours, we did damage control. Iliescu and his team worked wonders, getting all our defense systems back online and sending out teams in space suits to work on the thrusters and strengthen the hull where it had been nearly compromised. Secondary crews worked inside to repair the electrical system and various workstations and other facilities that had been knocked out.

      I wanted to replace the anti-meteor plates. We had enough spares to replace all of them once, with a few left over. It was a huge and time-consuming job, however, and so I didn’t even ask.

      After a long study of all the sensory data, Sanchez gave her report. She made sure Iliescu was listening in via his spacesuit comm link while he was outside the ship overseeing repairs.

      “I’ve done a scan of all local space plus the planet. The good news, the only good news, is that there is no ship closer than the one we already know about. At least nothing we can detect. We have no idea what kind of cloaking technology the aliens might have, and of course a ship could be hiding behind a planet, but as far as we can tell, we have the next couple of days to ourselves.

      “Now to the bad news, and there is a lot of it. Scans of the planet show major destruction. Major Ayers was right. They fired the nuclear missiles in a pattern of maximum radiation coverage on the surface. It’s difficult to make an estimate of casualties because we haven’t had a chance to make a proper survey of the surface, but based on the population density of the region we did study, I estimate the deaths to be around six million.”

      “Did they get the villages we were looking at?” I asked.

      Sanchez nodded. I sat down. My heart was doing unpredictable shit in my chest again.

      “How quickly will the radiation spread and how dangerous will it be for the planet as a whole?” Barakat asked. The civilian had no real place up here but he had stayed anyway. I didn’t mind. It was just as much his future as ours.

      “Winds are fairly slow on the surface. The heavy cloud cover makes for a more uniform temperature distribution, which reduces wind speed. That means the radiation will travel more slowly. Lethal doses will affect an estimated two million more Aurigans. Another ten million will receive sufficient doses to significantly increase the chances of cancer and other medical complications. At least, if their biology is the same as ours, which it is very likely not.”

      “If it is, they have no medicine to deal with it,” I said. The thought of those peaceful people suffering from an invisible killer, having no idea why they felt sick or why their children and elders were dying, twisted me up inside.

      Nuked by an enemy they never got a chance to see.

      Those motherfuckers. I wished that ship would hurry up and get here so I could blow it up like the last one. I knew it was an irrational response, but right now I wasn’t feeling all that rational.

      Sanchez went on. “These are very vague estimates. Like I said, we don’t really know much about the planet-wide population distribution, or the Aurigans’ resistance to radiation. However, I suspect having such low ambient radiation levels on the planet on which they evolved, their resistance is not good.”

      Then she said something that got me even more worried.

      “I’d like to lead a landing party to make contact with the Aurigans. We don’t have the resources to offer help in such a large scale disaster, but I think we should try to talk with them. Maybe we can find out why they were attacked. Maybe the aliens on the ship have been here before.”

      “Approved,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “Assemble your team. Find a settlement on the far side of the planet. Some place where they wouldn’t have seen the explosions. We don’t want them mistaking us for their attackers.”

      Sanchez nodded and was about to leave the command deck when I spoke up.

      “I should go with her—I mean them. It might not be safe.”

      Sanchez stopped halfway to the door and studied me over her shoulder.

      “She’ll go with the standard security detail, as required under ship’s regulations,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “You’re needed up here. Major Li is too. Pick out four good NCOs to go with the shore party.”

      I started to object. “Commander, I really think I should see to this personally. We don’t know—”

      “It’s a peaceful planet, Commander Ayers. I do believe you have an urgent call to attend to.”

      Oh, crap. The message from the doctor. He had cc’ed her. Devious bastard.

      The look Commander Loftsdóttir gave me brooked no argument.

      “I’ll see to it,” I mumbled.

      I found Dr. Stark and his assistant doctors and nurses busy in the medical wing. Numerous technicians lay sedated on beds. Some had on respirators, and their heavy, regular breathing made an eerie sound in the hushed atmosphere. A few others were being treated for burns. As I entered, I saw a nurse finishing up a cast for a man’s broken arm. When we got hit we’d been shaken up pretty good, and several people must have been injured in falls.

      Dr. Stark looked up from a tablet he was holding, gave me a stern eye and jerked his head in the direction of his private office. I entered like a naughty kid who was about to get detention from his school principal.

      His office was a sparsely furnished place. Besides a computer with a desk and a couple of chairs for visitors, there was nothing but a couple of storage cabinets. The walls were covered in shelves holding an array of antique medical devices from the 22nd, 21st and even 20th centuries. I saw old optical microscopes, stethoscopes, and several other devices I couldn’t name and had never seen outside of old movies.

      “Quite a collection you have here,” I said as I took a seat.

      Making casual conversation was a good way to delay the inevitable.

      Dr. Stark gave me a tight smile and closed the door. “It’s a hobby of mine. Took me over twenty years to put it all together.”

      “I’m surprised they granted you more than the regulation ten kilos in a 55x40x20cm bag,” I said with comradely sarcasm. We had all complained about how little we were allowed to take from Earth. Ten kilos wasn’t a lot, when it came to packing up an entire life.

      He picked up a microscope, examined it for a moment, and put it back in its place.

      “I convinced them that it would be good to have a collection of low-tech instruments we could copy on Terra Nova in case we found ourselves with limited resources.”

      “Smart.”

      “I even convinced them to buy me an early 22nd century sphygmomanometer. Very rare and now the pride of my collection.”

      “Lucky you. What’s a spyrowhatever?”

      His brows knitted. “It measures blood pressure.”

      “Oh.”

      Here comes the lecture.

      “Commander Ayers. I am going to tell you some things that you don’t want to hear, and that you will try not to listen to. I am aware that you are essential to the ship, especially at this critical time, and I am aware that military men like you don’t like being told what to do by people like me, but in this instance I outrank you. Please try to remember that.”

      “Look, Doc, I know you’re doing what you think is best but—”

      He looked me in the eye. “You’re going to die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, that wasn’t the best example of bedside manner, but he sure had my attention now.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Commander Ayers, if you keep going the way you’re going, you’re going to kill yourself. You have severe heart damage that the nanites will not be able to entirely fix. High levels of stress will make it worse, and can lead to dizziness and fainting episodes, like you recently experienced on the command deck. It can also lead to arrhythmia, or even with severe stress, another heart attack.”

      I took a deep breath and considered my next words carefully.

      “The Nansen needs me.”

      Dr. Stark nodded. “Yes, it does. You’ve saved our lives twice now. And if you want to do so again, you need to take care of your own safety.”

      Got me there. Turning my sense of duty against me. Psychological judo.

      “What do you suggest I do, Doctor?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything, I’m ordering. No lead roles except in dire emergencies. I heard the alien ship won’t be here for two days. That gives you two days of complete rest.”

      “Doc, I—”

      “Complete rest, Commander Ayers. I will let you receive reports from your subordinates and preside over meetings, but that’s it. I’m going to give you a mild sedative and you need to report here every twelve hours for a full check-up and another injection.”

      “The last sedative knocked me out.”

      He buzzed for a nurse to bring a hypo.

      “This one is a smaller dose. You won’t have much energy, but that’s the point. Sit in your cabin and try to relax.”

      The nurse came in with the hypo. Dr. Stark thanked and dismissed her. She closed the door behind her as she left.

      I gestured toward his collection and grinned. “You’re not going to use that old hypo over there?”

      He smiled. “That’s from the early 21st century. You don’t want me to use that. It hurts way more than the ones we have now.”

      “I’m used to pain, Doc.”

      His face darkened briefly. “Aren’t we all.”

      The shot left me sluggish. I took his advice and went back to my cabin, where I lay in bed with a tablet monitoring the repair work. Iliescu and his team were still busy with the hull. The damage was worse than anticipated and was going to take a lot longer than two days to fix. Our chances of surviving a battle like the one we just had were pretty slim, and we weren’t going to get off so easy next time. The aliens knew not to trust us now, and would be coming at us guns blazing.

      Qiang was on the ball and sent me an escape plan. We could go radio silent, cut as much power as we could to reduce our visibility, and head for the big gas giant further out in the system. We could then hide behind it and insert a cloaked relay satellite into the orbit of one of the gas giant’s moons to relay visuals to us. With any luck, they wouldn’t detect the satellite. It would certainly be a lot harder to spot than a huge Ark ship. I sent it to Commander Loftsdóttir for approval. We weren’t ready for another fight, at least not until we had made full repairs. And maybe not even then. We had no idea what we were up against.

      Then I sat back. For the moment no one needed me, and that bothered me almost as much as all the shit we were in. I hated sitting on the sidelines. Being out of control I can handle—if you can’t deal with that, never join the armed forces—but not doing anything drives me up the fucking wall.

      There was a time when I spent a whole six months like that. It nearly killed me.

      I had just finished my second tour of duty. I had made first lieutenant and had been promised a promotion to captain and a cushy job if I stayed. Remembering how they’d lied the last time, I decided to try my chances in the civilian world.

      Okay.

      That wasn’t really the reason. Sure, the army lies, but so does everyone in civilian life, and at least the army gives you a gun when they do it. The real reason I left was because I had forgotten what my sister looked like.

      I’m serious.

      My sister and I always had a good relationship. Although she was several years older, we played a lot together when we were kids. Even in her teen years she never rolled her eyes and told her annoying little brother not to tag along. I was sort of a mascot for all her teen girlfriends. They didn’t mind and I sure learned a lot about what girls said about boys behind their backs, which came in handy later on. She only ditched me when she went on dates. I could forgive her for that.

      We did everything together. She’d watch me when I went to the skate park, cheered me when I used the climbing wall in the neighborhood rec center, and I attended all her school plays and warned her off one boyfriend I saw kissing another girl. We were tight. My parents were good people, but they were both working 60 hours a week to make ends meet. They didn’t have the time or energy to attend school plays or cheer a ten-year-old making his first climb.

      So Darla and I were close, and by the time I joined the army she was the only close family I had. During my first tour of duty she made video calls almost every night. I’d sit in the barracks and chat with her about everything under the sun. Some of the guys would come over and try to flirt and she’d shoot them down in that definitive and yet kind way she had. The guys would laugh it off and stop trying, but some of the lonelier ones—those with shit families or no families—would come on over to my bunk to say hello before leaving us alone to talk. It was a nightly ritual, us talking.

      That was when I was posted in the desert. In my second tour of duty, I got thrust into a nasty rebellion in North America. The insurgents had better access to tech, and more sophisticated programmers to exploit it. That stunt the desert insurgents had pulled with our drones was child’s play. These guys out on the Great Plains and Midwestern cities worked on a whole other level.

      We had to put extra cybersecurity on all our equipment, and some of our more vulnerable tech, like the drones, we stopped using entirely. Nothing like charging an enemy entrenchment and having your own damn air cover suddenly start strafing you.

      Another trick these assholes pulled was intercepting our personal communications. Those weren’t nearly as well secured as normal military comms. The insurgents had cells in several cities, and started making revenge attacks against the families of our guys. Our sergeant’s little brother got wounded in a drive-by. Another guy in my unit had his family store firebombed.

      So we stopped making calls. Too easy to trace down the link and find the source location. Instead, we went back to an old-fashioned method of communication—letter writing.

      That’s right, with a pen and paper and everything. Some guys stuck to typing them on base computers and printing them out, but most of us got into the feel of a pen on paper, of creating an object that would, in a few days, be held by our friends or family.

      To hide the destination, we didn’t write the address on the outside of the envelope. Instead we just wrote our serial number. The letters all got sent to the military paymaster’s head office, where the home addresses they had on file would be linked to our serial number. Then they would be put in new envelopes, given a fake return address to mask the fact that they were coming from soldiers, and a real destination address. Each soldier only got one address, so my sister ended up having to act as a clearinghouse for letters to all my friends. She didn’t mind. Every letter that came through was proof that I was alive.

      No one caught on. The paymaster’s head office was never hacked, because like every other organization, the army spends the most security on protecting its money.

      People did notice the rise in paper mail passing through the post office, though. There was a subculture of hobbyists who still wrote paper letters, and the military planted some fake news about how it had become a craze. The army brass hired some pop star, a skinny guy with long hair who couldn’t have bench pressed a toddler but who sang mushy songs that got the teen girls all wet, to act as a cover. He pretended he was big into writing letters, and that supposedly set off the “new fad.” Who knows? Maybe some of those letters really were from fans imitating him.

      But all this letter writing had an effect. I, like everyone else in the modern world, was used to communicating on video link. I was used to seeing my sister’s face on the screen every day.

      Now that connection was lost. Seeing her face, watching her expressions—the laughs she’d force out at my bad jokes, the eye rolls she’d make anytime one of the other guys in the barracks leaned over my shoulder to see her, the looks of concern every time she was about to let me go—all that was gone.

      And in the midst of the worst combat I’d ever seen, I really needed all that.

      But I found something happening. The letters only came once every two weeks or so, and I didn’t send much more than that. Neither Darla nor I had ever written letters before, so it was always a bit of a job, and both of us had enough going on in our day-to-day lives to make us exhausted by the evenings when we could snatch a little spare time.

      So we lost that daily connection. Now I got a page or two of handwritten paper once every ten days or so. Letters from friends, once the initial enthusiasm and novelty wore off, began to come less and less often.

      My home life began to fade. Life at the front took over everything.

      You’d think I’d cling to my old life—Darla, my friends, the old familiar neighborhood—but it got pushed further and further into the background. It’s hard to remember the color of the tables in your favorite bar when you’re seeing pools of blood on a daily basis. I found myself forgetting little things, and pretty soon I found myself forgetting bigger things. Important things.

      Darla’s voice went first. I had never really paid much attention to it because it had always been there. Now I found myself struggling to recall how it sounded.

      Her face went next. I couldn’t really tell you when I lost her image in my mind. Just one day it was gone. A friend in the barracks and I were talking about our families, and he asked what my sister looked like. I drew a blank.

      I managed to cover it up, giving some vague description, and then excused myself and went to the bathroom. I sat in the privacy of a stall for a long time, my head in my hands.

      I immediately wrote to Darla asking for a photo. She didn’t get around to sending me one for almost two months.

      In the meantime, I had lost her.

      That’s when I knew I had to get the fuck out of the military.

      But getting out didn’t solve all my problems, not by a longshot. By the time I was back in the city, Darla was engaged. They were sloppy in love. The guy was nice enough to me, but it was hard not to feel like a third wheel when they were getting all mushy.

      I looked for a job and found that no one was much interested in hiring a guy whose main skill set was shooting people and blowing shit up. I found myself spending a lot more time at bars, and a lot less time looking for work I knew I couldn’t find.

      Looking back, it’s shocking how quickly I entered that downward spiral. I was out of the loop, useless in the civilian world, and I took it to heart.

      It didn’t take long for me to party through my savings. I wish I could say I at least got some happiness out of it, a well-deserved vacation after two tours of duty, but the truth is that I was miserable. The booze, the hookers, the partying until sunrise, none of it pushed away the fact that no one needed me.

      Not even Darla. Sure, she was still welcoming and growing increasingly concerned about my behavior, but she had her new husband and a promotion at work and a kid on the way. She didn’t need her fucked-up little brother to get on with her life.

      Useless. I had become useless, and it was killing me.

      And then I met Leo Franzetti, who offered me a job in the civilian world that would use my military skills. All I had to do was swallow my pride and personal ethics.

      That proved too damn easy. I needed to be needed, even if it was by a scumbag like Leo Franzetti.

      And so I sank even deeper.

      My door buzzer snapped me out of my reverie. I figured it was Qiang coming to give me a report.

      “Come in,” I said through the intercom.

      The door buzzed again.

      “It’s open, come in,” I repeated.

      Again the door buzzed.

      I pulled my flechette pistol out from my bedside table and crept to the door, standing to the side as I hit the button to open it.

      Valeria Sanchez stood on the other side. She cocked her head when she saw me half hidden by the doorjamb. Then her gaze strayed down to my pistol and her eyes widened.

      “Expecting somebody else?” she asked.

      “Why didn’t you answer?”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      I tried the intercom. It was broken.

      “Must be another bug,” Sanchez said. “The list just seems to get longer and longer. The electron microscope is down too. Hopefully Iliescu will get it up soon. I want to bring a bunch of samples back from the surface.”

      My cabin had a small table and two chairs, plus a tiny fridge. I offered her some orange juice and we sat.

      “Thanks,” she said, sipping it. “Tastes like it was squeezed yesterday instead of fifty years ago. Amazing what preservatives can do.”

      “I wish I felt a bit better preserved. Doc has me on cabin duty for the next couple of days.”

      To my surprise, she put her hand on mine. That probably didn’t do my poor battered heart any good, but it sure helped the rest of me.

      “Don’t take it personally. Everyone knows you’ve done a lot for this ship. You deserve a rest.”

      She pulled her hand away. The contact had only lasted for a moment, but it was the first soft touch I had felt in a long, long time.

      “No one else is resting,” I said.

      Sanchez laughed. “All you soldiers are the same! If you can’t be in control, you go stir crazy.”

      “You’ve obviously never been to a warzone. Nothing is ever under control.”

      Her laughter died, replaced with something more serious. “Which is why you want everything orderly and predictable when you’re out of it. I get that. I was engaged to a soldier once.”

      I nodded, unsure what to say. She had said that in the past tense. Dead before she applied for the Nansen? The engagement broken off? Had she picked an adventurous career over marriage? I didn’t dare ask. Something in her tone told me he had died, though. Another casualty of the Global Government’s desperate efforts to keep it all together.

      The silence was drawing out.

      “Professor Sanchez …”

      “Call me Valeria when we’re not working.”

      Holy hell, that’s what I needed to hear. I glanced at my comm link, expecting a message from Dr. Stark warning me to watch my heart rate.

      “Okay, Valeria. You can call me Mitch. Are you sure you don’t want me to come down to the planet with you?”

      “No. The security detail you gave me is fine. To be honest, I don’t even want them along. The Aurigans look like a peaceful people. We don’t want to spook them with a display of force.”

      “I instructed them to follow your orders to the letter.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.” She glanced at her watch. “I need to go. I just wanted to check in with you before we did our pre-flight prep. We’re taking one of the shuttles. No glitches with those, at least. Thanks for the juice. See you when I get back.”

      She drained the last of her orange juice and went to the door.

      “Good luck, Valeria.”

      “Thanks, Mitch. One of my assistants will be sending a video feed. You can watch the whole thing.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      She was out in the corridor now, about to leave.

      “Um, Valeria?”

      “Yes?”

      “Was there anything you needed to talk to me about?” I had the impression that the only reason she had talked about the shore party was because I had brought it up.

      She cocked her head and smiled.

      “No. Just wanted to say hello.”

      And she was gone.

      I lay back on my bed and smiled. Maybe this whole crazy journey through the stars wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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      The trip down to the planet went off without a hitch. The ship passed through a thick cloud layer, the side of my viewscreen scrolling endless lines of atmospheric data, then broke through to reveal a carpet of green.

      I gasped and sat up in my bed, staring in wonder at all the plant life. There had been a place like this once on Earth called the Amazon rainforest. Except for a few hundred square kilometers it had all been turned to farmland, but I had read it once measured more than seven million square kilometers.

      This rainforest covered most of the planet.

      And it filled all my view. Valeria (I needed to remember to call her Sanchez at work) had chosen to land in the center of a large island measuring four hundred kilometers across. An extinct volcano had left a lava field that had cooled to form an open plain that would make a good landing point. The ship’s scanners had detected a village only a few kilometers away.

      There were twelve people in the landing party—the pilot and copilot who would stay with the shuttle, four security officers, plus Valeria and five of her assistants. She had a mix of botanists, zoologists, and anthropologists that she had recently woken up.

      I envied them. They got to wake up to the greatest discovery of their careers. Much better than what I’d had to wake up to.

      The lava field came into view, a barren black surface that looked shockingly out of place on that lush island. The shuttle made a wide loop around the volcano to film its steep sides, and then passed over the caldera.

      The volcano’s interior held a little lake, like a sapphire set in onyx. A ring of greenery had sprouted up around its shore. The shuttle slowed and its cameras zoomed in. I studied the terrain, hoping to see a village or cultivated fields.

      And then we saw it—a large log structure on the shore of the lake. The shuttle lowered, the cameras zooming in more until it was as if we hovered only twenty meters above it.

      Looked like a temple to me. The side facing the lake stood open. The vertical posts and lintel framing that on the open side were carved in designs too intricate to see all the details, but I picked out faces and what looked like animals. The pilot moved off a little and lowered close to the surface of the water.

      “Damn, Valeria, the priest is going to think that the gods have arrived,” I said with a chuckle.

      But there was no priest. There wasn’t anyone.

      Inside stood four large wooden sculptures of Aurigans about three meters tall. They had been painted a mottled green and brown to imitate their skin. Their faces were oval, with large, flat noses and huge ears that came to a point. Their eyes were bigger than ours too. The bodies were slim. The sculptor had also carved clothing for them, simple jerkins painted brown to suggest animal hides.

      I could see no sexual characteristics to separate the men and the women. Perhaps the sculptor had stylized their features? Except they looked roughly like the real people we had seen from above.

      In my fascination, it took me a moment to notice something about the temple—not only was there no one around, but it looked like no one had been around for quite some time. The floor was covered with leaves that had blown in, and the paint on the statues was faded and flaking.

      Odd. This was the biggest structure we had yet seen. It had obviously been important once. Why wasn’t it anymore?

      The shuttle rose and shot out of the caldera before descending and passing low over the lava field. A few bushes poked through the black rock here and there, the first attempts by the jungle to reclaim its territory. The pilot slowed, circled until he found a flat spot a few hundred meters from the tree line, and made a slow vertical descent.

      He landed without a hitch. For a moment I thought of that Biospherist pilot who had nearly tagged me. If he hadn’t fallen for a bunch of dumbass radical ideas, it might have been him making planetfall on the first inhabited world humanity had ever found.

      What a waste.

      There was a pause of several minutes while the pilot did an atmospheric check to make sure there weren’t any nasty alien bacteria that would pose a danger. Once the shore party got the green light, they got busy with their gear. I took the opportunity to grab a glass of red wine from my stash. We had brought along some for special occasions, and the doc had told me I could have some in moderate amounts. Good for the heart, apparently.

      By the time I was back on my bed having my first sip, the team was crowded into the airlock with their respirators and bio suits on. They didn’t need full spacesuits, but the bio suits would protect them against any microscopic nasties. My security detail did a final weapons check and the copilot set the airlock cycle. Valeria looked right at the camera and gave a thumbs-up. The bottom half of her face was hidden by the respirator but her eyes were sparkling with eager anticipation.

      There had been constant conversation with the Nansen’s command deck about technical matters. When there was a pause, I broke in.

      “Good luck, Professor Sanchez.”

      Her eyes crinkled with a smile.

      “Thank you, Commander Ayers. I’ll try to find some oranges.”

      I’m glad I was alone in my cabin, because that got me grinning like the geeky kid who had just successfully asked out the school’s hottest cheerleader on a date.

      Then I remembered I was a professional with a job to do, even if I was supposed to be taking it easy.

      “Be safe out there. I have a backup security detail and a shuttle standing by in case you run into trouble.”

      “The Aurigans will be no problem,” she replied. “I just wish we had more time to get to know them before we have to cut and run.”

      Yeah, less than two days before we needed to get the hell out of here. This visit to the Aurigans was the only one we’d get for a while, maybe at all.

      The airlock hissed open. Valeria stepped out first, her boot setting down on a smooth igneous rock. The others followed and spread out to stand and stare.

      A lump rose in my throat. We had done it. Humanity had finally set foot on a world outside our solar system.

      Or maybe the other Ark ships had already achieved this? We would probably never know. The other five colony ships had spread out across the Orion Arm, heading in all different directions from Earth to other promising exoplanets. Their communications would take more than a century to reach us.

      No, I decided. As far as I was concerned, Valeria was the first. We were making history today. She was making history today.

      And I have to tell you, that was kinda hot.

      I raised my glass in toast and took another sip of wine.

      “Look!” one of the scientists said.

      A camera zoomed in on a rock. A bug about the size of my index finger scuttled along, its black carapace making it hard to see against the volcanic rock. That scientist had a sharp eye.

      “Careful. Stand back!” one of my security officers said, his voice sounding muffled behind his respirator.

      “Relax,” the scientist said. She had a pole about two meters long with a box-like contraption of clear glassteel at the end of it. She moved it over the bug and it opened and scooped it up inside.

      The woman holding the camera got shaky for a second before focusing in on the bug. I had suggested sending some camera drones along for better shots, but Valeria didn’t want to spook the natives with any overt displays of technology.

      The camera steadied, and I got a good look at a really ugly bug. I counted ten legs, a couple of feelers, and a pair of mandibles that looked strong enough to deliver a painful bite. Other than that, it looked like a bug. I supposed we had an entomologist somewhere on board. Maybe he’d see something interesting in the thing that I didn’t.

      “Careful with the insects,” I said. “Jungles on Earth harbor a lot of poisonous life.”

      “What’s left of them,” Valeria said. “Don’t worry, the bio suits will protect us against anything short of a knife. Let’s head to the tree line. That path we spotted from the ship is just ahead and fifty meters to our left.”

      I noticed she was sweating. The readout said the temperature was 42 degrees Celsius and near one hundred percent humidity. Good thing those respirators had a water tube you could hook into it.

      They walked across the barren expanse, taking samples of another species of bug and some of the bushes dotting the black landscape.

      But how were they going to adequately sample what they were about to enter? The jungle rose like a green curtain at the edge of the black plain, thick with fronds and vines and buzzing with insects.

      I shifted uncomfortably. Some of those bugs would try to bite them for sure. Who was to say that some of the alien insects didn’t have knives for stingers?

      Shit. They should have gone in space suits. But that would have scared the living bajeezus out of the Aurigans. Bio suits and respirators looked weird enough.

      The shore party didn’t seem to care. They were still chattering among themselves like school kids on a field trip.

      They found the path, a narrow track through the greenery. It looked well trod. The sensors showed it was only a couple of kilometers to the village.

      “Sergeant Rogers,” I called to the head NCO of the security detail, “two in front and two behind. Don’t draw your weapons unless you have to.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They got into standard escort formation, keeping the civilians in the center. While I felt nervous about them not having their weapons in their hands, I didn’t want a war with a second alien species.

      Each of them had a flechette pistol, a taser with settings from stun to kill, plus a pair of smoke grenades and a pair of stun grenades each. I figured that was enough to pacify a Stone Age village, as long as they didn’t hide in the bushes shooting poison darts.

      Relax, I told myself. I could sense my heart rate increasing. They’ll be fine.

      I thought of those kids playing in the swimming hole and felt better. The Aurigans weren’t anything like those ugly motherfuckers who’d nuked the other side of this planet.

      That reminded me to glance at a map of the radiation. While it was spreading slowly, just as Valeria had predicted, it had already spread in fatal levels across another couple of million square kilometers.

      Bastards.

      The team was on the path now, oohing and aahing and collecting everything in sight.

      And there was so much to collect! It seemed like every plant I looked at was a different species, from thick-trunked trees spreading their canopies over a large area to creeper vines and flowers and strange humped things that I presumed were some sort of mushroom. My thoughts went back to the Greenhouse Museum, and the jungle I had seen there. That place had felt just as alien. Living all my life in a megalopolis, I had never breathed such moist, rich air, or run my fingers along so many green leaves or dug them into such pure soil. The jungle on Sigma Aurigae looked no stranger than the ecozone halls in the Greenhouse Museum.

      I took a deep breath and felt a wonderful sense of hope. When you grow up without nature, any nature seems welcoming. And that made this planet seem as much like home as the planet we had left behind.

      At that moment I knew we were going to make it. Whether we stayed here, went on to Terra Nova, or ended up settling on some other planet, we could make a home there.

      I remembered my job.

      “Keep an eye out for any wildlife.”

      “We are, sir,” one of my team said. There were plenty of bugs about. None of them were biting. No one had seen anything bigger, like that four-legged reptile or the little primates in the trees. No birds, either. Strange there would be no birds in a jungle. The Greenhouse Museum had a ton of them. But this was a different planet.

      A planet with an intact ecosystem.

      “Enough samples for now,” Valeria said. “Let’s get to the village.”

      She sounded eager. Hell, everyone on the Nansen was eager. I’m sure all work had stopped while the entire crew watched their viewscreens.

      It was a lot better show than the execution. Maybe it would take people’s minds off of that.

      I sure as hell hoped so. There hadn’t been any payback for that yet, but I sensed it coming.

      They tromped down the path, which ran more or less straight through the jungle, only diverting when it had to go around the trunk of one of the large trees, some of which were as big around as a bus is long.

      Progress was slow, because the woman with the camera kept stopping to focus on different plants and bugs, and despite Valeria’s order the scientists couldn’t resist collecting more samples. Valeria didn’t object too much. Each new sample was a scientific breakthrough.

      “Come on, folks,” she said, laughing.

      They finally got into gear and made a quick march down the path, their eagerness overcoming the pull of 1.2 Earth gravity. The path led them over a sluggish stream bridged by a large fallen log, and up a low hill and around one of the bigger tress and …

      … and then we saw our first Aurigan up close.

      Like with the statues, I couldn’t tell if it was a male or female, or even if those designations were appropriate for this species. It was about a meter and a half tall, about the height of a young teen, with a squat body that was completely hairless and added to the impression of youth, although I could not tell the Aurigan’s age.

      It was carrying a basket woven of fibers, some sort of plant material heaped inside. It stared at the party for a moment with large, golden eyes, then dropped the basket and ran down the path in the direction of the village.

      “Damn, we spooked her,” Valeria said, sounding disappointed but not surprised.

      I wasn’t sure why she referred to the alien as “her,” but hey, she was the exobiologist.

      “Now what?” one of the other scientists asked.

      “What we planned if this happened. Approach the village with our hands open to show we aren’t carrying weapons and try to make friendly contact,” Valeria replied.

      But they didn’t need to go to the village. I heard the rustle of greenery and the soft padding of numerous bare feet on the earth. It sounded like the village was coming to them.

      They came into view, dozens of them, running at full speed right for our shore party.

      The security people grabbed their guns.

      “Don’t!” one of the male scientists shouted. He got between the security crew and the Aurigans and opened his hands wide, his arms reaching from one side of the narrow path to the other, a greeting and a welcome, even the start of a hug.

      The lead Aurigan leapt on him and sank its teeth into his neck.
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      The scientist screamed, clawing at the bald green and brown head that was stuck to his neck.

      I was already on my feet and heading for my door, taking my tablet with me to see what was going on. I had seen blood coming out around the Aurigan’s mouth. The alien had bitten through the bio suit.

      Two more Aurigans hurled themselves on the scientist and he went down. The camera got shaky as the scientist holding it backed away. Everyone was screaming all at once.

      “Get them out of there!” I ordered.

      Aurigans leaped over the pile-on burying the first scientist, some of them jumping more than four meters. How such small creatures could do that in 1.2 gravity I don’t know, but they were on half the shore party in a flash. The woman with the camera went down. I got a brief glimpse of an Aurigan face, teeth bared and with an expression I could only interpret as rage, and then the camera fell to the ground and all I saw was running feet.

      I could still hear the screams and the sound of tearing flesh, though.

      How could they be getting through the bio suits? I hadn’t seen fangs or claws.

      But they were. The agonized screams of the shore party proved it.

      Running down the corridor to the shuttle bay, I ordered the shuttle on the ground to go save them and switched to the helmet cam of one of my security officers on the scene.

      All I saw was a blur of limbs. At least two Aurigans were on the poor bastard. The canopy of leaves and little patches of blue sky behind them told me the officer was already down, flat on his back and dying.

      I switched to the second officer.

      She was running back toward the shuttle, Valeria, another scientist, and another security officer in front of her.

      The scene shifted as she turned and fired over her shoulder, taking out an Aurigan who was just about to catch her. The flechettes tore through the small body and hit the Aurigan behind.

      The security officer glanced to the left and right. She, and I, saw shifting greenery, the flicker of shapes in the gloom. The aliens’ skin was perfectly colored to act as camouflage.

      Then she faced forward to see where she was running …

      … just in time to spot an Aurigan leap out of the bushes and take out the other security officer.

      He fell firing, green blood bursting out of the Aurigan’s back. I didn’t see what happened to him next, because the helmet cam I was looking through swung again at a nearby sound. My heart nearly stopped to see an Aurigan rush at the screen. My officer shot it down, turned, and shot another.

      She turned again, and I got a glimpse of an Aurigan menacing Valeria before the scene swung crazily and the last officer fell.

      More screams. I thought I recognized Valeria’s voice. Sprinting for the shuttle bay now, knocking technicians aside as I went, I scrolled through each of the four security cameras and the scientist’s camera. I saw nothing but dirt, a pool of human blood, and the body of a scientist, his bio suit hanging in shreds on his bloodied body.

      I could still hear screams, though. Someone was still alive down there.

      I called the shuttle pilot. “God damn it, why aren’t you there yet?”

      “E.T.A. thirty seconds, sir.”

      I switched my view to the pilot’s camera. The shuttle was flying low over the treetops, following the faint break in the canopy made by the trail.

      “Switch to infrared!” I ordered.

      The shuttles were all equipped with infrared sensors that could work even in daytime, blotting out the ambient heat of the jungle to spot heat signatures on the ground.

      Before he could do it, an Aurigan leaped out of the treetops at the shuttle.

      I’d never seen anything like it. I almost tripped and fell I was so surprised. The alien had climbed to the highest branch that could hold it and jumped a good four meters in the fucking air and grabbed onto the nose of the shuttle.

      And then another of them did it.

      “What the fuck!” the pilot cried.

      He pulled up, a third Aurigan barely missing the shuttle as it attempted a jump, and spun the shuttle around. The two Aurigans continued to cling to the exterior. The pilot made a tight curve, ascended, and then did a loop.

      That took care of it. The two Aurigans fell off, arms and legs flailing as they fell back into the canopy and disappeared.

      I was at the shuttle bay now. Qiang and the security detail were already sitting inside. I threw myself into a spare seat, one of my men slammed the door shut, and the pilot started on takeoff procedures.

      My heart felt like an ice pick inside my chest. Sweat poured down my face. I lay back in my seat, eyes closed, breathing ragged. Vaguely I was aware of somebody buckling me in. I slapped the hands away and opened my eyes.

      “You okay?” Qiang asked. It had been him who had been securing me.

      The shuttle was already taking off. I checked that I was properly strapped in, and then looked at my tablet.

      The shuttle pilot had turned on the infrared and was scanning the area.

      The fight was over. About forty Aurigans stood around aimlessly. They weren’t attacking the scattered bodies of our shore party, and they weren’t talking with each other. In fact, they weren’t doing anything at all.

      And then, one by one, they turned and started walking back to their village as if nothing had happened.

      “Permission to fire, sir?”

      I was about to say fuck yeah! before realizing that with the shore party dead, protecting them wasn’t an issue. This was no longer my call. It was Commander Loftsdóttir’s.

      All dead, I thought. Oh, no. Valeria.

      Sadness washed over me. I shoved it aside. I had a job to do.

      Commander Loftsdóttir’s voice came over the comm link.

      “Cut them down.”

      Thank you, Commander. I think we’re going to get along just fine.

      The shuttle was armed with a heavy machine gun. No light flechettes like we used inside spaceships in order to protect the hull and instruments, but a GAU-24 Gatling gun firing high-density 7.62 mm bullets at 9,500 rounds per minute. The thing popped out of the bottom of the shuttle, tracked the targets with a laser sight, and got to work.

      I had read that the GAU had been in service for a couple of hundred years, with only minor updates. Some of our weapons technology hadn’t advanced all that much. It didn’t need to. Sure, you could always improve targeting systems and ballistics, and add extras like drones and smart missiles, but in the end nothing ravages a human body better than good old fashioned physical trauma.

      Worked on Aurigan bodies too. The Gatling gun spun, and bullets ripped through the passive aliens walking back to their village. The canopy, the vines, the aliens, everything was torn to shreds. Within less than a minute they were all dead. The pilot gave each one another burst to make sure.

      “Sensors picking up more Aurigans coming down the path,” the copilot reported.

      “Do not engage,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “We’ve killed the ones who attacked our shore party. We’ve made our point. Check for survivors among our people. Only fire if the Aurigans try to interfere.”

      I wiped sweat off my brow and continued to watch the pilot’s camera as our own shuttle got into a descent path. The shore party shuttle returned to where the attack had happened and panned across the area, using its infrared sensors to pierce the canopy. Qiang leaned over my shoulder to look at my tablet.

      There they were, scattered out along a line from the first scientist who tried to make peace and ended up getting chewed to death, to the last stand a few dozen meters down the path. I counted them. Ten. All ten. Valeria too. They were all so bloody I couldn’t figure out who was who. A few Aurigans lay dead nearby. At least the team had gone down fighting.

      I closed my eyes and rubbed them, suddenly exhausted. I should have gone down myself. Maybe I would have seen some warning signs that the Aurigans would attack. Maybe I could have fought them off. Maybe I could have saved some of my shipmates, or at least one.

      “Hey!” Qiang shouted. My eyes snapped open.

      One of our people was moving. He put a hand to his face, rubbed it, and struggled into a sitting position.

      Then another started moving, rolling onto her side and getting up on one elbow.

      Within a few moments they were all moving, sluggishly getting to their feet and staring at nothing, as if stunned.

      “Get them out of there!” I ordered the pilot.

      I wasn’t quite sure how he was going to manage that. He couldn’t break through the canopy without risking the shuttle, and it would be suicide to land and leave the shuttle.

      The pilot of our own shuttle was going for a hard burn, trying to get us through the atmosphere and onto the surface as quickly as possible. The signal from the shore party began to break up.

      But what came next I saw clearly enough, and it confused the hell out of me.

      A mass of Aurigans was moving along the path toward our party. The shuttle turned and readied its GAU to strafe the hell out of them, but when the crowd of villagers moved around a bend in the path and came into view of the survivors, now standing listlessly in the same spots where they had fallen, the Aurigans paused for a moment, turned, and went back in the direction of the village.

      What the hell?

      Then the signal broke up.

      “When can we make a connection again?” I asked our pilot.

      It was our copilot who answered. The pilot had the controls in a death grip, riding some bad turbulence as the nose cone of our vessel began to glow white hot.

      “At this vector, reentry blackout will last only six minutes, sir. It’s as short as we can cut it without risking the shuttle.”

      Six minutes. A hell of a lot could happen in six minutes. Even after our hull had cooled down enough to allow communications, it would still be several minutes before we’d land.

      More helpless waiting. Damn.

      My heart was going at light speed, my fingers trembling as if I was drumming a beat on the arms of my seat. I balled my hands into fists so no one would notice and forced myself to calm down, closing my eyes and taking deep breaths. Everyone else was silent, lost in their own thoughts, their own worries, their own fears.

      We had met two alien races in as many days, and both had turned out to be hostile. And Valeria said there were a bunch more out there.

      What if they were all hostile? What if we had left a dying world only to end up in a warzone?

      I sat there, miserable and gnawed by worry, as the shuttle rocked and bucked in the turbulent atmosphere. I had to give credit to the pilot, he was really riding it, trying to get down to the surface in record time. What a pro. The Nansen only took the best.

      At last we leveled out and got into a landing pattern over the field of igneous rock. I fired up the comm link on my tablet and checked the shore party shuttle camera.

      All it showed was the lava field. The shuttle had landed. No one was in sight.

      I hailed them. “Shuttle Five, this is Commander Ayers in Shuttle Three. What’s the status of the shore party?”

      No response. Instead, Commander Loftsdóttir got on the frequency.

      “Commander Ayers, once the Aurigans fled back to their village, the pilot and copilot landed near the tree line, exited the shuttle, and went to collect the shore party. We couldn’t get a very clear view of what happened, but it appears the shore party attacked the shuttle crew.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Unknown. Make a low pass and see if you can find out more.”

      Qiang and I exchanged baffled looks. The rest of my security detail muttered among themselves.

      “Once we land, all of us are putting on combat suits,” I said.

      This was a shuttle reserved for security, with a supply of Type VII Personal Combat Suits, an armory chock full of weapons, and a couple of heavy autocannons on the shuttle. Damn it, this was the shuttle that should have gone down in the first place!

      But no, we had been entranced by an idyllic image of peaceful natives living in an ecological paradise. Instead we found only savages.

      We made a pass over the battle site and saw the shore party standing around the path about fifty meters closer to the tree line than they had been before, just standing around as if they weren’t sure what to do. I clearly saw the pilot and copilot getting up from where they had been lying on the ground. They looked battered and bloody, but alive.

      Just like the rest of the shore party after they had gotten attacked.

      What the hell was going on?
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      Our pilot touched down a hundred meters from the other shuttle. We saw no one. We donned our combat suits, geared up with assault rifles and grenades, and headed out.

      I could feel that extra gravity. My muscles felt heavy and my gut had a sinking feeling to it, like I had just woken up from an overly long nap after a big meal. It wasn’t critical, though. We could do what we needed to do.

      Our helmets had good audio, and after we stepped out of the shuttle, we could hear the buzz of insects and see the peaceful shushing of a soft breeze passing through the trees. Nothing else. No cries for help or groans of pain. The jungle seemed peaceful.

      We spread out and headed for the trailhead. The shuttle rose up and followed us, acting as our close air support. I still couldn’t figure out why the Aurigans would beat up our shore party and then just walk off. It didn’t make sense. If they had only wanted to frighten our people off, they could have thrown rocks or something, not tear them half to pieces. The last scan we had done of their position showed various bits of equipment lying about. As far as we could see, the aliens hadn’t even stolen anything, as you might expect a primitive tribe to do when they overwhelmed a more technologically advanced intruder.

      We got a message from the Nansen telling us all the Aurigans were back in the village, or gathering fruit in that immediate area. None were closer than a couple of kilometers from us.

      Good. We’d grab our people, get them back to the shuttles, and give them first aid as we flew back to the Ark Ship.

      We passed the shore party shuttle. I couldn’t see any damage to it. When we got to the trailhead, we paused a moment while our shuttle made a pass over the area of the battle.

      “Still no Aurigans in sight, sir,” our pilot reported.

      “Our people are still keeping radio silence?”

      “That’s right, sir. We’ve hailed them a bunch of times. None are replying.”

      I brought up the shore party cameras on my helmet screen, the semi-transparent image floating on one side of my field of view. The scientist’s camera remained on the ground where it had been dropped. The four helmet cams of the security detail showed them still standing around, barely moving. In one, I could clearly see one of the scientists. He stood there, bites on his cheek and arm, his face a blank and his eyes bloodshot. The guy stood with his arms slack at his sides, making no attempt to daub the blood that still flowed freely from his wounds.

      Having been through a lot of battles I was familiar with all types of shock. This looked like something else. People react to trauma in different ways. In a group of a dozen people, you could expect maybe two or three being stunned and immobile like this. Others would be screaming, or desperately calling the Nansen for help. My security detail—all of them veterans—should have gotten their heads together by now and evacuated back to the shuttle.

      Something else was going on here.

      “Shore party,” I radioed to them. “This is Commander Evans. We are coming to treat your wounds and evacuate you back to the medical facilities aboard the ship. Stay in your present location.”

      I felt a bit ridiculous saying that last part. They had barely budged since this whole thing started.

      And they didn’t reply, either.

      We started down the path, Qiang on point and several guys on each flank to watch for ambushes. Each of us gripped an assault rifle. The shuttle’s sensors had already given us the all-clear, but being extra cautious is never a bad idea.

      Commander Loftsdóttir’s voice came into my ear.

      “Collect one of the bodies of the Aurigans for study. Put it in one of the storage containers on the shuttle and seal it using quarantine procedures.”

      “Will do, Commander.”

      We’d put the victims in quarantine too. The copilot on our shuttle was already busy sealing off the back part of the cabin so they could be seated apart from us with their own self-contained atmospheric system. If they had caught a disease from the savages on this planet, we didn’t want them to spread it to the rest of the crew.

      We were almost there. The buzzing of insects continued as an annoying background drone. A faint rustle in the canopy made us jerk our assault rifles in that direction. I scanned my visuals through several spectra until I caught the infrared silhouette of a small simian leaping from branch to branch.

      Even at that tense moment I couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder at the similarity of this planet to what ours used to be—insects, volcanoes, a jungle, clean rain, primates evolving into a sentient species. I wondered if there were a lot of planets this similar to Earth. Surely there must be one that wasn’t inhabited by a hostile race. One where we could make a home.

      Focus. You’ve got to get Valeria and the rest of them out of here.

      We were almost within sight of the shore party when the shuttle radioed us.

      “The shore party is moving toward you. They must have heard you.”

      “Good. Let’s get these people out of here,” Qiang said.

      A readout came up on my screen.

      “Sensors detecting unhealthy heartrate and heart murmur. Approve medical injection?”

      I hit reject. The last thing I needed was to be doped up. Ironic that a combat suit would be worried about my heartrate. Didn’t everybody’s heartrate rise to dangerous levels during combat? Maybe Dr. Stark had fiddled with the settings. That guy was becoming annoying.

      Then I saw them, the ragged shore party, skin bleeding, clothing torn, shuffling on our direction. I raised my hand in greeting.

      As soon as they saw us, they charged.

      “Hey! It’s us!” Qiang shouted.

      One of the bloodied security detail got to him first. The guy took a running leap and jumped a good four meters onto my second-in-command.

      Four meters. In 1.2 Earth gravity? That shouldn’t be possible.

      Qiang went down with a grunt, the security guy biting and clawing at him.

      His combat suit saved him, the intelligent skin going rigid at every attack. I actually heard the maniac break a tooth, a sharp little snap that turned my stomach.

      Qiang recovered from his surprise almost immediately. He flipped the security guy off him, and when the guy tried to get up, gave him a kick to the side of the knee that dropped him.

      By that point the shore party was all over us. The copilot barreled into me and I just barely managed to flip him and send him slamming into a tree with enough force that he should have had the wind knocked out of him and had been spending the next five minutes gasping for air.

      Nope. He was on his feet the next second, roaring and leaping for me, fingers curled like claws.

      “Stop!” I shouted, although I knew in my gut they weren’t going to.

      I drove the butt of my assault rifle into his stomach. The copilot doubled over, recovered far quicker than he should have, and swung for me again.

      A crack on the jaw laid him out.

      I surveyed the scene. My security team had their hands full, each one struggling with a member of the shore party. Qiang was a whirlwind of motion. He had slung his weapon and was striking out with his hands and feet, knocking the shore party down and trying to be as gentle as he could about it.

      Trying. Because these people acted like they had just eaten a handful of stims. A couple of my guys were already down despite their combat suits, the sheer force of the attacks bowling them over.

      I saw Valeria grappling with one of my NCOs, trying to rip off his helmet while the guy tried to protect the clasps with one hand and fend her off with the other. I ran up, grabbed her around the waist, and pulled her off.

      Then she turned on me. Her hands and feet drummed at my armor, her face frothing with fury.

      “Valeria, it’s me!”

      No response. It was like she had gone insane.

      I worked on pinning her, getting her into a full nelson. Still she struggled. My whole team was having the same trouble. These people couldn’t be stopped.

      The shuttle saved us. It lowered down to just above the canopy and poofed out a thick cloud of narcotic gas. It was used for riot suppression and would knock out anyone within the first couple of breaths.

      For the shore party, it took a couple of minutes. Valeria struggled in my arms, coughing, kicking, slowly growing weaker from the effects of a chemical compound that should have had even the strongest soldier in a deep sleep within seconds. I glanced around, making sure no one from my detail had gotten their helmet ripped off and was going to go under too. Luckily, everyone was fine.

      At last, the members of the shore party all fell limp.

      “What the hell happened?” one of my officers asked.

      I didn’t have an answer for her. We picked up the shore party and started carrying them back to the tree line, where the shuttle was landing to meet us.

      I carried Valeria. She was asleep, her face peaceful. A far cry from the twisted mask it had been a minute before. Several bites and scratches marred her otherwise perfect skin. My head felt light and my legs began to get wobbly. That warning flashed in my viewscreen again.

      Not yet, I thought. Not until I get her and the others to safety.

      “Did you see how far they jumped?” Qiang asked.

      “Yeah,” one of my team said. “It was like someone had shot them full of an overdose of stims. I was wrestling with this scientist. Normally I could have snapped this guy in half, and he almost won.”

      “Let’s hurry,” I said.

      The gas would knock a normal person out for a good half hour. I had no idea how long it would work on these folks.

      We got the shore party to the sealed-off portion of the shuttle and the medic on our team took a look at them. None of them had any serious injuries, but a quick blood test revealed some unknown parasite.

      Shit.

      We cuffed them all just to be on the safe side and headed back to fetch one of the dead bodies of the Aurigans. Most were mangled beyond recognition. A GAU does some pretty ugly things to a body. We found the least messed-up one, hauled it back to the shuttle, and put it in securely sealed storage to avoid infection. Then the copilot took over the shore party shuttle and together we headed back to the Nansen.

      I slumped in my seat, my head swimming. I finally allowed the combat suit to give me an injection and spent the rest of the flight floating on a cloud of narcotics.

      Great. How the hell was I supposed to do my job like this? I couldn’t dope myself up every time things went sideways. In my line of work, that happened all the time.

      My cold wash of fear flowed through me. The doctor was monitoring all my vitals. He knew I was less than 100 percent on this job. Hell, I could have keeled over right in front of my whole security team, dropping Valeria and falling unconscious right on top of her. That would have been seriously embarrassing.

      And it could cost me my job.

      I could practically see Dr. Stark back in medical, sizing up my vitals and deciding whether I should be pulled from my position or not.

      Hell. No. I had done too much to get where I was. No one was going to take that from me, no matter how well intentioned they might be.
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      I woke up in medical. Again. This time I actually remembered coming there, which was an improvement.

      Dr. Stark had met us in the shuttle bay with a full team of medical personnel and a contingent of security guards led by Executive Officer Foyle. I didn’t like him ordering my team around, but with me and Qiang both in the shore party, he had the rank to get away with it.

      We were all put in quarantine, whether we had been attacked or not. Those in the second shore party like yours truly soon got a clean bill of health.

      At least for any illnesses coming from the planet. Dr. Stark ordered me—not asked, ordered—to stay on for “further examination.” That drove me nuts. The sympathetic, concerned look Qiang shot me as he left to resume his duties was even more annoying.

      The good doctor scolded me for overexerting myself, jabbed me with another of those damn sedatives, and left me to the tender mercies of a Medbot while the real doctors and nurses took on the more serious cases. I fretted over Valeria for a time before the drugs put me under.

      When I woke up, I buzzed Dr. Stark for a status report.

      “Busy,” he said in a curt voice. “I’ll see you in a minute.”

      “You really need to work on your bedside manner, Doc,” I quipped, but he had already switched off.

      I checked in with Qiang, to learn I had been out for three hours, and the Nansen was already heading for the gas giant. He also told me the female prisoner had been transferred to medical.

      “Why? What happened?” I demanded, fearing another of my men might have wreaked vengeance on her body. The Medbot must have sensed my increased heart rate because it zoomed up to my side on near-silent treads. I scowled at it and took several deep breaths to control my tension.

      “They wouldn’t tell me,” Qiang said. “She seemed all right. I mean, still depressed and uncommunicative, but …”

      “All right, and the other prisoner?”

      “Besides a few lectures, he hasn’t told us anything. We’re working on repairing the damage to the turrets.”

      “Good man. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      I got up.

      “Patient is kindly requested to remain in bed,” the Medbot said. For some reason it had an Indian accent.

      “I have things to do.”

      “Patient’s heartrate is most irregular.”

      “Fuck off.”

      I walked out the door, half expecting the damn thing to jab me in the butt with another sedative.

      The entire medical wing had been transformed. Half of it was sectioned off as a quarantine section with a transparent glassteel partition and airlock. Several doctors and nurses in biosuits were working in there. The shore party lay on a row of beds, their arms and legs secured with wide restraints of padded leather. None of them moved. I supposed they had been sedated.

      I saw Valeria at the end of the row, her wounds all patched up. A monitor at the head of her bed was giving out data I didn’t understand. The slow rise and fall of her chest under her medical gown told me she was alive, at least.

      I stood there for several minutes watching the medical team work on them. Giving injections. Taking blood samples. Checking reflexes. Over the shoulder of one doctor sitting at a lab counter, I could see a monitor showing the view from a microscope.

      My stomach turned. It showed a latticework of cells. In between them were several fat black things that looked like slugs. Thin tendrils were fixed into the healthy cells.

      “Brain tissue,” Dr. Stark’s voice said beside me.

      I turned. He looked grim, even more serious than he had been when he warned me I was killing myself with overexertion.

      “Is that what made them go crazy?” I asked.

      He nodded, his face stony. “It appears to have been transmitted by biting. Once the parasites were in the blood stream, they worked their way to the brain, and then spurred the central nervous system to attack any other being that wasn’t infected.”

      “So that’s why the second wave of Aurigans didn’t attack the shore party. They knew they were already infected. But how could some microscopic parasite know that?”

      Dr. Stark shrugged, a frighteningly helpless gesture for one who was usually so in control.

      I turned away, not able to bear the thought of those things in Valeria’s head.

      “You should be in bed,” the doctor said in a gentle voice.

      “Too much to do. First off, why is my prisoner up here?”

      Dr. Stark looked around as if to make sure no one was listening in. All his staff was busy in other parts of the medical wing. When he spoke, he kept his voice low.

      “She was found to have a … medical condition.”

      “What medical condition?”

      “That’s private between her and the medical staff.”

      Oh, hell. I think I knew what he was talking about.

      “She’s still my prisoner.”

      “Commander Ayers, this really isn’t your purview.”

      “I have the right to know. I can find the clause in the ship’s regulations if you want, but I’m sure you already know it.”

      Dr. Stark sighed. “She’s pregnant.”

      Shit.

      I couldn’t think of what to say and so I said nothing. Stasis was hazardous to a pregnancy so no female crew member was allowed to be pregnant before boarding. They had been tested. Which meant she had gotten pregnant from one of her attackers.

      Bastards. I felt better about spacing them.

      “She’s being prepped now,” Dr. Stark said.

      I cocked my head. “Prepped? Prepped for what?”

      “She asked to have the pregnancy terminated.”

      I jerked a little. “Wait a minute. This is a human life we’re talking about, the first human life to be conceived outside the solar system. I don’t think …”

      The glare the doctor gave me made my words trail off. Not many people could do that.

      “Well, Commander Ayers, if you think it’s a bad idea, why don’t you go into Room 5 and tell her that she needs to carry her rapist’s baby for nine months and then raise it in her jail cell?”

      It took me a second to get my mouth working again.

      “Does Commander Loftsdóttir know?”

      “Yes.”

      From the way he said it, I could tell she hadn’t tried to stop him.

      Damn her.

      Dr. Stark was looking at me like he expected me to say something. I could practically see him practicing another cutting reply.

      I gave up. I’d just been promoted way beyond my skill set along with a bunch of other people I barely knew. I needed to pick my battles, and pick ones that I could actually win.

      This wasn’t one of them.

      “Can I go now?” I asked.

      “Back to your hospital bed? Yes.”

      “Listen, Doc—”

      “Would you please return to your room for the next two hours? I’m asking you so I don’t have to tell you.”

      I actually laughed at that. Hell, I needed something to laugh about.

      “You’re a piece of work, Doc. You could have had a hell of a career in the military.”

      He sure had the balls.

      To my surprise, Dr. Stark made a face like he had tasted something foul.

      “I did have a career in the military. I did a tour of duty as a front line medic to get the money for medical school.”

      Oh. My respect for the man went up several notches. I headed back to my room.

      On my way there, I passed the open door to a hospital room that wasn’t in quarantine. Inside, a man who looked in his middle forties—old for this crew—lay on his front. The bed had a special opening near the head so he could work on a touchscreen propped up beneath. A bolster supported his forehead. The guy was hard at work. He looked Italian, and for a moment I was brought back to my old job, my old neighborhood. A lot of Italians in that neighborhood. I was lucky to get into the outfit as an enforcer without being one. “Essential skills,” as they said in the military.

      “Dr. Conti?” I guessed.

      He looked up. “Call me Matteo.”

      The guy even had an Italian accent. So a real Italian, not some eighth generation guy living in a North American megalopolis.

      I went in and shook his hand. “Commander Mitch Ayers.”

      His eyes lit up. “Ah! The man of the hour. Thank you for saving us from the terrorist attack.”

      Guilt washed over me. I almost said, “Sorry for not saving you better,” but then I realized pointing out his handicap would be pretty fucking rude.

      “Just doing my duty, Matteo. How are you getting along?”

      He waved his hand in the direction of his back. “The nanites are doing their work. I’ll be up and about in a few days.”

      “You’ll be able to walk again?” I blurted.

      I flushed with embarrassment. What a stupid thing to ask. It had just come out. He gave me a sad smile and said, “No. But I’ll have a motorized wheelchair and Dr. Stark guarantees I will feel no more pain. I’ll be able to get back to work.”

      “Looks like you already are,” I said to cover up my idiotic outburst. His touchscreen was filled with what looked like genetic data.

      His eyes sparkled. “The genome of the parasite. The central computer is figuring it out right now. This is the first alien genome anyone has ever studied.”

      “Will you be looking at the Aurigan genome too?”

      He nodded, then winced as if the movement caused him pain. “Of course, but understanding the parasite is higher priority.”

      “Then I’d best leave you to it. The sooner you figure out how to kill those things, the better. Is there anything you need?”

      He gestured to a Medbot standing passively by the bed. “No, the Medbot gets me everything I need, and more painkillers than I want. Muddles my thoughts more than a carafe of wine.”

      “I know the feeling. Any idea why they have Indian accents?”

      “Mine doesn’t. It sounds Japanese.”

      “Maybe the computer virus got to them.”

      “No. During training I sprained my wrist and the Medbot that treated me had a Southern drawl.”

      “Huh. Well, good luck with the genome.”

      He smiled and got back to work, forgetting I was there before I had even left the room.

      I can’t tell you how relieved that made me feel. Seeing that guy stuck in a bed because of a firefight I had been involved in brought back far too many memories of “collateral damage,” military speak for innocent people getting slaughtered in a fight they never asked to be a part of.

      There was this housing project in the Midwest we had to take from the enemy, not realizing the intel was bad and the enemy wasn’t even there …

      I made a beeline for my room and lay down in the bed. I grabbed a touchscreen lying on the bedside table.

      Using my security clearance, I brought up Matteo Conti’s medical records. Normally I couldn’t do that, but because he had been injured by a weapon I had clearance.

      I scrolled down through a bunch of records and readings until I got to what I wanted—a description of the flechette Dr. Stark had removed from Dr. Conti’s spine.

      It was four centimeters long and 50 millimeters wide at the back end.

      I groaned and slammed my head back into the pillow. That was the same caliber of the flechettes my rifle used. The cheap pistols the Biospherists used fired smaller flechettes.

      The Medbot came over.

      “I detect a slight arrhythmia. Time for an injection of a mild sedative. Please sit quietly and this will only be a slight prick.”

      “The only prick here is me,” I grumbled.
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      The gas giant was huge, much larger than Jupiter and with equally impressive bands of cloud. Plenty of bulk to hide behind. It also had more than twenty rocky dead moons. We found one of the outer ones that was mostly nickel and iron and stuck a surveillance satellite on it. Probably a captured asteroid rather than a moon that had formed around the planet. The metal of the moon would help mask the satellite from any detectors our nuke-chucking friends might have. It also had a nice long orbit, so it would be facing the Aurigan planet for several days. And by days, of course, I meant ship’s days. We were still on Earth’s clock and would stick to that.

      Repairs were going as well as could be expected. Iliescu had rallied every available crewmember who could tell the difference between a motherboard and a mattress to get the ship fixed. Workers in spacesuits swarmed over the outside, welding the fractured hull. The corridors and cabins facing the exterior of the ship, where the worst damage had occurred, were filled with technicians replacing shorted-out touchscreens and fried wiring. Several electrical fires had broken out during the battle and the air stank of melted plastic and burnt circuitry.

      One thing the engineering folks hadn’t fixed, however, were the bugs in the computer system. In some corridors, only the emergency lighting worked. A couple of the elevators were unusable as they went up and down at random, occasionally opening their doors as if daring someone to get on. People used the stairs.

      Oh, and the public announcement system was playing smooth jazz for some reason. It could still be used to make public announcements if the announcer spoke loud enough to drown out the music, so the commander didn’t order it switched off. We all prepared for battle to the soundtrack of Rise by Herb Alpert and Street Life by The Crusaders. There are worse ways to prepare to be obliterated by a technologically superior alien race.

      Qiang and I reviewed the tactical situation from the command deck.

      “We’ve replaced all the damaged weapons from spares we had in storage,” he reported, “and Iliescu has gotten all the turrets and torpedo portholes operational again. We still haven’t had time to replace the meteor plates.”

      “And we won’t,” I grumbled. “Iliescu’s team is too busy with more important things, like keeping the hull from cracking open. If the ship that’s coming is anything like the ship we took on, we don’t stand a chance.”

      “We do if we surprise them again.”

      “And how the hell do we do that?”

      Qiang thought for a moment. I sensed a historical lecture coming on.

      “The aliens don’t know our technological capabilities. I doubt the ship we destroyed had a chance to transmit any information about us other than we were hostile. That means they’ll be cautious. Perhaps we can turn that caution against them.”

      “How so?”

      “In the Desert Southwest of North America back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was a tribe of Native Americans called the Apache who fought the Spanish conquistadores and later the Mexican and American governments. They were the some of the best guerrilla fighters known to history.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen them in the movies.”

      Qiang snorted. You weren’t supposed to snort at a superior officer, certainly not one with the rank of commander, but I let a lot of things slide with Qiang. He was a friend and a damn good officer.

      “The movies make them look stupid. Riding in circles around the wagon train waiting to get hit? Get real. Nine times out of ten you didn’t even see them before they tagged you. They could blend with the landscape, using even the tiniest bit of terrain to hide themselves, and they could move faster and more quietly than the enemy. Plus, they knew the terrain better than anyone. They were masters of ambush.”

      “Well, we aren’t Apache, and this isn’t the desert.”

      “But we are the technologically and numerically inferior force who is backed into a corner and needs to fight to survive. We don’t have time to escape this solar system. They’ll detect us if we run, and they’ll catch us in the open where they’ll slaughter us. The few times the Apache got caught in the open, that’s what happened. Let’s take a leaf from their book. We need to hide, and then ambush them where they’ll least expect it.”

      “All right. So tell me, Mr. Thai Apache, what do you suggest we do?”

      “The aliens will be unsure if we’re still in the solar system. They might assume we have a better propulsion system than we actually do and that we might have left entirely. They’ll check, though, so it’s only a matter of time before they come sniffing around this gas giant.”

      I nodded. I was afraid of that. But since running wasn’t an option, hiding was the only thing we could do. Or was it?

      “We need to keep the Nansen here,” Qiang went on. “It’s too slow and bulky to hide or run. Like when the Apache had to move their villages. The old people and children hid out while the warriors ambushed the enemy. I suggest we take the fighters and hide behind the Aurigan planet and strike the aliens when they get into orbit.”

      I let out a low whistle. That was a daring plan, especially since we only had six fighter craft. The Nansen hadn’t been intended as a warship. In fact, no major warship had ever been designed. The vast majority of the rebellions happened on Earth’s surface and could be taken care of by ground forces and conventional aircraft. A couple of rebellions on the asteroid belt had been quelled by a simple embargo. The Global Government’s space fleet consisted of two small destroyers, some well-armed transports, and a couple dozen small fighters.

      We had six of the latest model. Small, fast, and with good armament, they were designed to take out an armed transport in case any rebels managed to get their hands on one. What they weren’t designed to do was take on a warship. They couldn’t even take on one of the Global Government’s destroyers, and those piddly things were nothing compared to what we had just faced.

      “Instead of talking about Apaches, maybe you should be talking about David and Goliath,” I said.

      “We can even the odds through surprise and hitting hard and fast. The last place they’ll expect us to be hiding is behind the planet where we destroyed the first ship. Sometimes the Apache would ambush Mexican and American wagon trains right outside of town. The cowboys assumed they’d be safe until they got deep in the desert, so they weren’t as on guard on the first day. We have to time it right. Three fighters come around one side of the planet and open fire. As the ship turns its attention on them, the other three fighters come around the other side and hit them in the gut.”

      “It’s not like coming around a building,” I objected. “It will take time for the second wave to get into range. They won’t be surprised.”

      “No they won’t, but they’ll be at such a great angular distance from the first wave it will be difficult for the ship to focus on both waves.”

      “Theoretically. We don’t know anything about their targeting systems.”

      Qiang shrugged. “True enough. But I can’t think of a better idea. Can you?”

      He had me there.

      “There’s only one problem,” Qiang said.

      “You mean besides the fact that the first wave is almost certainly a suicide mission and even with both waves in operation we’ll be massively outgunned?”

      “Okay. There’s only one more problem.”

      “What’s that?” I groaned.

      “I ran through the ship’s manifest. The Biospherists took out a lot of security, as you know, and to pilot the six fighters I found only four qualified pilots.”

      “Four.”

      This was getting worse and worse.

      “Four if you include you and me,” Qiang said with a grin. “Your doctor friend is going to freak.”

      “We can’t take on the alien ship with only four fighters.”

      Qiang held up a hand. “I’m on it. Several other security people have trained with fighters in simulations.”

      “But not in real life?”

      “Um, no. And some of the civilian pilots were asteroid miners. They’re experienced in high-speed maneuvers.”

      “But not combat.”

      “We can put them through some simulations.”

      Suddenly I felt like going back to medical and hanging out with the Medbot with the Indian accent. He wouldn’t torture me like this.

      I rubbed my temples. “Do it. And schedule some practice time for all of us. I haven’t been in a fighter in two months.”

      “Two months and fifty years.”

      It was meant as a joke, Qiang’s typical sense of humor, but it hit me like a bucket of ice water. Fifty years. Of course I had known that, and yet I had been so occupied it hadn’t really set in. My sister was dead. My brother-in-law was dead. My niece was a middle-aged woman or maybe even dead. Lots of people died in their fifties from cancer or exhaustion.

      Everyone I knew was dead.

      Except for the people on this ship.

      I knew this would happen. I had signed up for it. Darla and I had several long talks about it. She didn’t know I was buying my way on. I couldn’t risk telling her. She, like everyone else, thought I had won the lottery.

      “Geez, Mitch, of course you should go. I’d go too if I could pass the physical and didn’t have a baby. It’s a chance at a new life.”

      She had been rational, supportive, and of course there had been tears. She wanted me to stay because she loved me, and she wanted me to go because she loved me. In the end she told me to go. She’d lose her brother so that her brother would have a second chance at living. She thought of me first, like she had so many times before.

      Would she have been so supportive if she knew I had cheated?

      I set those thoughts aside to dwell on another day. There was too much to deal with at the moment.

      “Schedule us some time within the next couple of hours,” I repeated. “First I have something to do.”

      I wanted to talk to the male prisoner. I needed to get him to spill more about what the Biospherists did to the ship. I didn’t want the central computer to crash just when we were in the heat of battle.

      The prisoner’s name was Technician First Class Albert Lyncker. A computer hardware expert and one of the most qualified in his field that the Nansen had. Pity he’d be in the brig for the duration. Or spaced. We hadn’t had his trial yet. There hadn’t been time.

      I brought him a coffee and sat down with him inside his cell, a guard keeping watch just outside. He didn’t say a word, just sat there sipping his coffee and studying me with a pair of calculating blue eyes. His head was still bandaged from where my guards had hit him.

      I explained the situation, everything from start to finish, from the disruption of the central computer to the Aurigans getting nuked to the fight with the ship and the shore party getting attacked and infected with a parasite. While he tried to keep cool, his face betrayed a growing concern.

      This guy wanted to live, after all, even if he hadn’t accorded that same right to a lot of his shipmates.

      “Where’s Rachel?” he said once I finished.

      Assistant Botanist Rachel Hemmings was the other prisoner.

      “She’s in medical.”

      “I know her situation. You let her go through with the procedure?”

      “She was given permission, yes.”

      He nodded.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” I said to fill the silence.

      “You’ve said that before and I believe you.”

      “Does she?”

      “Maybe, in time. Just don’t expect forgiveness.”

      I nodded somberly. I had already figured I’d have to live with that.

      “Look, the fate of the ship is in the balance. Anything you can tell me about what you guys did might make all the difference.”

      He took another sip of his coffee, his eyes going distant for a moment as he weighed his options.

      “I’m more of a hardware guy than a software guy. You killed our software expert.”

      “I’m not expecting you to give us a grand fix, just point us in the right direction.”

      “What do we get in return?”

      “What the fuck do you mean?” I said, suddenly angry. “You get to not be killed by a hostile alien race.”

      “So what? We’ve already lost. If you defeat the aliens, you’ll settle a new planet and make all the same mistakes you did last time. Overpopulation. Industrialization. Environmental devastation. You’ll—”

      “Cut the crap. We came out here specifically to do it right this time.”

      He shot me a contemptuous look.

      “Then why is this ship bristling with weapons? Why do we have industrial engineers on board? Why does the ship’s hold have the parts for a coal plant and an oil rig?”

      “What are we supposed to do when we’re just starting out? Rub two sticks together and make fire? We also have solar cells and wind turbines. The more primitive stuff is just to get us started.”

      Lyncker let out a bitter laugh. “Save it for the tourists. The elite has it all worked out. What’s one coal plant going to do to a whole planet? What’s a bit of bottom trawling in a sea full of fish? There won’t be any critical damage for a few generations. But the planet will be big, the resources plenty, and the population will boom. Soon it will be a thousand coal plants and depleted seas. Sure, you’ll put up the solar cells and wind turbines, but coal and oil are cheaper. Overexploitation is convenient and profitable. And who cares? The planet will provide enough for a few generations, and by the time we begin to feel the pinch, we’ll have found another planet to destroy. We’ll spread like a virus across the galaxy.”

      I left the prisoner in his cell. It was obvious he wasn’t going to tell me anything. His words rang in my ears as I headed to the fighter launch bay to meet the other three qualified pilots. We’d do a practice run while the potential recruits went through a simulation test Qiang had set up.

      I entered the fighter launch bay to find the others waiting for me.

      Executive Officer Foyle was one of them.

      Crap, I thought. This day just keeps getting worse.
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      Foyle turned out to be an excellent fighter pilot, which really pissed me off. In fact, he was better than me, Qiang, or Lieutenant Mabaso. The guy was a natural. We had sent out fast, mobile little targets that whizzed around the upper reaches of the gas giant’s atmosphere. That was part of the practice for Qiang’s plan. We’d skim along the upper atmosphere just like we would with the Aurigan planet in the hope that it would fool the aliens’ sensors. The little target drones took sudden, unpredictable turns, and were damn small and hard to hit. Foyle handled his fighter like it was an extension of his body, making almost impossible maneuvers and hitting more targets than any two of the rest of us.

      Maybe I could figure out a way to keep him in a fighter and off the command deck.

      When we got back, Commander Loftsdóttir expressed some reservations at having three of her highest ranking officers going on such a risky mission, so we sat down to a long meeting to think of alternatives. None of us could come up with any. Hiding wasn’t an option, because the aliens would eventually scour the solar system and find us. It was only a matter of time, and it probably wouldn’t be enough time to get the Nansen at one hundred percent.

      Even at one hundred percent our odds weren’t that good.

      I could almost see the calculations going on in her head. Risk three high ranking officers or risk the entire ship?

      The answer was inevitable. If we failed badly, the Nansen wouldn’t be in much worse a position than before. If we succeeded in at least damaging the alien ship, the Nansen would have a fighting chance. And if we succeeded in destroying the enemy ship … well, none of us were getting our hopes up.

      Dr. Stark had come to the meeting even though he had heaps to do down in medical. It didn’t take much thought to figure out why he had shown up.

      “I’m worried about your medical condition in a combat situation,” he said when there was a break in the conversation.

      “I don’t really see how we can avoid it,” I replied, glancing at Commander Loftsdóttir for reassurance. She gave me a slight nod. “Do you have anything you can give me?”

      Dr. Stark shifted in his seat. “I do.”

      “You could have mentioned it before,” Foyle said, then grumbled, “Some doctor.”

      The doctor shot him an icy look. Apparently even his professional detachment didn’t keep him from disliking Foyle. Glad we were all on the same page with one thing.

      “The reason I didn’t mention it is because it’s risky. I have a serum that will force the heart to beat at a regular pace for twelve hours, but the key word here is force. It will put an unnatural strain on an already strained heart. I’m worried it will undermine his health.”

      “Getting blown up by hostile aliens will undermine my health a whole lot worse,” I said. “Give me the serum.”

      The doctor turned to Commander Loftsdóttir. “I will only do so under a direct order and over my objection.”

      “Objection noted,” the commander said. “I order you to give him the serum.”

      Dr. Stark nodded. “It’s already prepared.”

      I chuckled. It looked like the good doctor had been doing some calculations of his own.

      An hour later, we took the best two pilots of the recruits and sent them out on the same practice run. They did horribly. The target drones ran circles around them. I almost chucked the whole plan at that point but didn’t because I could still not come up with anything better. With a wrench of guilt, I ordered the recruits to get ready to head to the Aurigan planet. We would take them along. Having two extra targets for the aliens to shoot at, and having two more ships firing in the aliens’ direction, would be a small help. Battles were often won or lost on the smallest of margins.

      Yeah, they were cannon fodder. I had done the same calculations that Commander Loftsdóttir had when she considered the mission as a whole, and had come to the same conclusion—risk a few people to try and save the entire crew. It was the logical, strategically sound thing to do.

      That didn’t make me feel any better about it.

      We got behind the Aurigan planet with plenty of time to spare, not wanting to risk the aliens detecting us. We brought along a regular shuttle with a security team inside that would control a swarm of attack drones. I had no idea if they would be much good, and I hated having a spacecraft as vulnerable as a shuttle mixed up in this. Once again I had no choice. The time lag from the gas giant was too great to control the drones from the Nansen. Communications would take several minutes and we didn’t want to reveal the ship’s whereabouts.

      As for communicating with the main ship, Chief Engineer Andrei Iliescu came to the rescue as usual by fixing up a tiny communication drone. It was so small and stealthy that it would be all but impossible to detect with our sensors, and hopefully the aliens’ as well. It had a tenth of one milliwatt transmitter that could send us recorded messages. The thing had to get within a kilometer for us to pick up the signal at all, but that was the point. The alien ship wouldn’t notice it. Then we could give it a message and it would scoot back to the Nansen.

      Of course all this took time, so it was only one step above radio silence.

      After several hours of twiddling our thumbs in orbit on the opposite side from which the enemy ship would come, the little satellite zipped up to us and we got our first message from the Nansen.

      It was from Commander Loftsdóttir.

      “E.T.A. for the ship is three hours, seven minutes. We’ve picked up a great deal of communication in what we believe to be the hostile race’s language. So far we have not seen any evidence of other ships in the area. A scientific team has been using all available computing power trying to decode their language. So far no luck other than a few words that we think are standard greetings and hails. Also, we believe the aliens call themselves the Dri’kai. The team figured this out by monitoring communications between their ships and those that use another language. They obviously have translation software to communicate, transmitting in their own language and letting the other ship translate. When the hostile race hails a ship that uses another language, one of the identifying words is ‘Dri’kai.’ It’s not used otherwise, so we believe that’s an identifier for their species.

      “We’ve been analyzing the scans we took of the Dri’kai wreck and the samples of their technology we retrieved. So far we have not found any weaknesses. We did, however, discover that their impulse drive runs on a highly combustible chemical compound that does not exist on Earth. It exists in abundance on the Aurigan planet. It stands to reason that the Dri’kai were attacking the Aurigans in order to take over their planet and exploit this compound.

      “Repairs are going as planned. Nothing else to report. Good luck.”

      I blinked. What? Nothing about the shore party? Or was that the “nothing else to report” part? Maybe Valeria and the others were still in the same condition. Maybe Stark and Conti hadn’t found out any way to get those parasites out of them.

      We didn’t send a message back other than that we were still waiting behind the planet. There was nothing else to say.

      In war, waiting is the worst part. Most civilians think the fighting is the worst, and in a way it is, but for me and most people in the service, it’s the waiting for a fight that really takes its toll. It gnaws at you. During a fight you don’t have time to think, only react. But sitting in the seat of my fighter, idly watching the cloudy jungle world below, I had nothing to do but think.

      And as usual with my spare moments, my thoughts strayed to the life I had left behind.

      Leo Franzetti plucked me out of a restaurant bar at two o’clock in the morning and put me straight into the life of the Mafia. I had been sitting at the bar, moping my way through a bottle of whiskey, and had barely noticed the well-dressed Italian sitting at a nearby table with a gorgeous redhead young enough to be his daughter. They were too rich looking to be in that run-of-the-mill watering hole. I guess Leo felt like he was slumming.

      I got up to take a piss, and slammed right into one of three guys standing behind me. The guy’s beer sloshed on his shoes.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Let me buy you another one.”

      “You gonna buy me another pair of shoes, dickhead?”

      I looked down at the shoes. Suede. Brand new.

      I looked up at them. Three burly construction worker types overdressed for the evening. Probably getting liquored up before heading to some nightclub and trying to score. They were all glaring at me.

      “Sorry,” I said again. “What are you drinking?”

      “Taste it and see,” the man snarled, splashing the rest of the drink in my face.

      He went down with a one-two punch. I kicked the guy next to him in the knee before he could react, ducked a swing from the third, and kneed him in the balls.

      I stepped away. “You should have accepted the apology and the beer.”

      Then I went to take a piss. Yeah, bad situational awareness. As I said, I was drunk. Good thing they were in too much pain to jump me with my pants down.

      When I came back out, the bar had mostly cleared. Leo and his girl still sat at their table, watching. But I didn’t really notice them. I was more focused on the three guys clutching bottles by the neck ready to bash them across my skull.

      Seeing another apology would fall on deaf ears, I grabbed a chair and tossed it into the face of the nearest one. His nose and forehead sprouted blood. Then I grabbed the nearest other hard object I could find—a dinner plate.

      Leo’s dinner plate.

      The spaghetti made a beautiful stringy arc as I tossed the plate like a Frisbee and took the second guy right in the forehead. He went down like a tree being chainsawed. I almost shouted “Timber!”

      The last guy standing was the guy with the suede shoes, the guy who had started the fight.

      He dropped his bottle with a crash, raised his hands in the air, and ran for the door.

      I tackled him before he made it three meters. A couple of jabs to the stomach and face quietened him down while I yanked the shoes off his feet. He grabbed at me as I rose, so I kicked him in the face. Then I went behind the bar, where the fear-frozen bartender had been making daiquiris, poured the mixture out of the blender and into the sink, and put the shoes inside.

      You know what a blender does to a pair of new, expensive suede shoes? It’s not pretty. Kinda messed up the blender too.

      I made another drunken apology, threw some money down for a new blender, and stumbled over to Leo Franzetti’s table. I was still too drunk to walk straight.

      “I owe you for a plate of spaghetti.”

      Leo belted out a laugh, introduced himself, and invited me to join them at a different place.

      We ended up at a much nicer restaurant, where he ordered himself another dinner, dismissed the eye candy, and asked me my story.

      I was just drunk enough to tell him everything. He nodded like he had expected every word he heard, and then he made me a job offer. He could use a man like me, he said. A man who could handle himself but who also had a sense of honor. Not many guys too drunk to stand straight could take out three husky men who were far more sober. And damn few guys would apologize to the innocent bystanders and clean up their mess afterwards.

      “And the bit with the blender?” Franzetti chuckled. “That was pure class.”

      Then he laid it all out. Did it open and straightforward, as was his style. He needed someone who could bust a few heads from time to time. I’d get good pay, a free apartment, and he guaranteed there would always be women available. He could tell I was an honest guy, he said, and that I might not want to work for a man like him, but he was different. He was old school.

      Over the next few days he showed me around his neighborhood and introduced me to other employees, local shop owners, the works. I learned he really was old school. Old school Mafia. The neighborhood was the cleanest and safest I had ever seen. Street criminals got their asses kicked. Second offenders got dumped in the river. Business owners and landlords paid protection money. If they didn’t, something nasty happened to their property. Women and children were never hurt.

      “What the schmucks who run the government don’t understand,” Franzetti explained, “Is that the best way to stay in power is to be the best option. If they got that through their thick heads, they wouldn’t have to hire people like you to put down rebellions so goddamn much.”

      I took the job. It was a lot more honorable than some of the stuff I had done in the military, and it sure beat abusing random drunks in some bar. And Franzetti was right, he was the best option, for me and the people living in his zone of control. I hardly ever had to lean on anyone for protection money. Most of the trouble came from young punks who thought they could mug people or steal cars in Franzetti’s neighborhood, or rival mobsters muscling in on the turf.

      And no, I’m not proud. It was still an ugly job, just slightly less ugly than the one I used to have. I still needed to kill every now and then, and I still worked to support corruption.

      I shook those unpleasant thoughts aside. I was fighting for a worthy cause this time. For once, I was clearly on the side of right.

      Then a horrible, sinister thought crept into my mind like a thief in the night.

      What if the Dri’kai knew about the Aurigan parasites and were eradicating them? What if this was some sort of planetary pest control? After all, they couldn’t exactly exploit the minerals on a planet they had just bathed in radiation. And the Dri’kai ship had tried to speak with us. Maybe they had been warning us of the contagion. Maybe we blew apart a ship that was trying to stop a galactic disease.

      Wait, no. All they would have to do would be to set up a warning beacon in orbit to alert any ships. They could put the whole planet in quarantine. It wasn’t as if the parasites could fly between the stars. Exterminating the Aurigans was completely unnecessary. The Dri’kai really had been clearing the planet so they could exploit it. They probably had a high radiation tolerance or were going to mine using robots.

      Ridiculous to think the Dri’kai were nuking the planet on some sort of mercy mission. That was just the old doubts from my past life coming back to haunt me.

      Still, I couldn’t quite get the thought out of my head.

      It vanished pretty damn quick when I looked at the timer I’d set after the commander’s message. The ship should be here any minute.

      And then I picked up a signal on the same frequency that the Dri’kai had used to hail us. It was faint and faded in and out, coming to us from beyond the horizon and being scattered by the atmosphere.

      It was the Dri’kai language. I’d recognize it anywhere after hearing it once. It had been the first alien voice I or anyone else had ever heard. It had filled me with hope.

      Now it just scared the shit out of me.

      I listened carefully, and did not pick out the word “Dri’kai.” They weren’t hailing us. They were probably radioing out to see if there were any survivors in escape pods or down on the surface.

      They got no reply.

      I hit my thrusters, the signal for the others to make a move. Foyle and one of the amateurs were with me, along with the shuttle controlling the attack drones. Qiang, Lieutenant Mabaso, and the other amateur went around the other side of the planet.

      We cut around the planet low and quick, skimming the atmosphere so close the bottom of our ships began to glow red hot. I hoped the Dri’kai would take us for a meteor swarm.

      For just a couple of seconds as we rounded the horizon and the ship came into view, they did.

      The ship hung in orbit near the wreckage of the previous ship, a large gleaming orb amid the sparkle of bits of metal catching the sunlight. Some of the wreckage had achieved a relatively stable orbit, while the orbits of other bits had been steadily decaying into the atmosphere. I smiled as I saw the ionized trail of some part of the ship burning through the stratosphere. Good. They were probably seeing a lot of those trials, and we were just three more of them.

      It didn’t fool them for long.
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      A brief transmission shot across to us. Even in that harsh, guttural language I could hear the challenge, the urgency. They did not bother to send visuals.

      The shuttle came over the horizon, a bit behind us and in a higher orbit. The swarm of attack drones rushed past us and hurtled toward the enemy ship. They would act both as the first wave of attack and as a screen for our approach. Then the other two fighters and I would hit hard, hopefully distracting the Dri’kai enough that Qiang and his team could hit them when they weren’t looking.

      The ship did not transmit a second time. Instead they opened up on us with everything they had.

      A hail of bullets shot toward the drones, while several missiles came right at us in our three fighters.

      We banked up sharply. Me, Foyle, and the amateur—an asteroid mining pilot named Gunnarson—spreading out and away from each other. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Foyle do a neat pirouette to avoid a missile.

      After that I didn’t have much time to pay attention to anything except what was right in front of me.

      I banked left to dodge a missile, banked right to dodge another one, and then homed in on the ship.

      The sky lit up in front of me. The drones flitted around, using the wreckage as shelter, figuring out trajectories through a combination of their programming and the crack team of controllers I had assigned to the shuttle. The Dri’kai were only shooting slugs against them, saving their heavy artillery for what they presumed to be the main threat—the three of us in the fighters.

      One of the drones flared up as a slug hit its propulsion system. A second drone careened out of control from another hit and slammed into a chunk of the dead ship.

      Then the drones got into range. They didn’t have the room to carry much in the way of armament, just a pair of micromissiles and a decent supply of flechettes. As I banked around a twisted mass of floating debris, I got a good look at the Dri’kai ship.

      Unlike the truncated sphere of the previous ship, this one was oblong. It was bigger than the previous spacecraft, and better armed. It practically bristled with turrets and missile launchers and gave the impression of solidity. I got the feeling that the last one had been an orbital bomber and this was more of a battleship.

      With a sick feeling in my stomach, I knew the drones wouldn’t do much against it, and the three of us wouldn’t have much better of a chance.

      Correction, two. Gunnarson’s fighter blossomed in a ball of flame.

      Shit.

      The drone crew gave the Dri’kai ship all they had. From each of the little bug-like robots flew a pair of micromissiles. The enemy tried to shoot them down with slugs, but there were far too many. The ship got peppered with small explosions. A readout told me that a couple of turrets were taken out, but the ones that hit the hull were about as effective as a toddler drumming her fingers on an oak table. The flechettes the drones would start firing when they got closer wouldn’t do a damn thing.

      The shuttle crew figured that out as quickly as I did and divided the drones into three groups, one each to screen Foyle and I. The third group shot off to the left, further up in orbit. I wasn’t sure what the shuttle folks planned to do with them and I didn’t have time to dwell on it, because at that moment half a dozen missiles came streaking out of the launchers right at me.

      I recognized the larger, smart missiles that had nearly taken out the Nansen. A hit from one of those and I’d be atomized.

      The drones did the trick and took out three of the missiles. I banked, gritting my teeth, and a missile missed me by all of about five meters, my stomach lurching as I pulled hard in the other direction to avoid a second one. It shot by, alarmingly close, my gaze flicking in its direction before looking forward …

      … only to see the third missile coming straight for me.

      It exploded. My fighter rocked from the shockwave. A moment later I realized it had exploded just ahead of me. I heard the crackle of debris hitting the fighter’s armored skin.

      “You owe me one,” Foyle said over the comm.

      Oh, great.

      I didn’t have time to work through my mixed emotions. I was too busy trying to survive as the next wave of missiles came at us, plus the two that came circling back at me.

      The crew with the drones did fine work, and took out all the missiles Foyle and I didn’t shoot down. We didn’t even have to duck and weave.

      And then I saw the surprise they had planned with the third group of drones, the ones that had moved away from the planet and out of the line of fire.

      They came right back at the Dri’kai ship in a diffuse cloud, avoiding the few turrets quick enough to swivel and face this new threat.

      Their micromissiles gone, their flechettes useless, they did the only thing they could do—they rammed the ship.

      Just before impact, they converged into a tight mass and hit one of the side stabilization thrusters.

      An explosion rocked the Dri’kai ship, flames flaring out of the hole where the thruster had been as its fuel ignited. Emergency systems stopped any sort of ripple effect, but the damage had been done. The ship spun out of control, unable to immediately correct.

      Our turn.

      I figured we only had a few seconds before the Dri’kai got their shit together. We had to make the most of it.

      Foyle and I dove in at the ship, staking it all on hitting hard with some precise shots from point blank range.

      A few turrets fired at us, but couldn’t compensate for their ship’s spin and we dodged the stream of slugs easily.

      “Take the breach on the left and I’ll hit the one on the right,” Foyle said.

      He meant the two exploded turrets that were just now spinning into view. If we made direct hits, the weakened hull might buckle. I rankled at getting ordered around by someone who was technically my superior officer, even if he wasn’t in command of this mission. But he had named the logical targets, so I swallowed my pride and fired.

      I narrowed in on my target, a crumpled turret imploded by one of the drone micromissiles. It hadn’t been completely taken out, it wasn’t like there was a gaping hole for me to aim at, just a burned-out armored dome that trailed a line of debris as the ship spun.

      Time to see how thick this armor really was.

      I launched one of two heavy duty missiles my fighter carried. It also had several lighter missiles and an autocannon that fired heavy explosive slugs, but I seriously doubted either of those two weapons would do much more against this behemoth than scratch the paint.

      My shot was dead center on the turret. The hull around the area ruptured and for a second there was a flare as the atmosphere and circuitry inside lit before being snuffed out by the vacuum. I only got a glimpse of the damage before I swerved away to avoid another missile. I’d put a serious dent in the Dri’kai ship, and from the corner of my eye I could see Foyle had done the same. I doubted we had inflicted any critical damage, though.

      And just then Qiang and his two men came smashing into the fight with three good missile hits.

      No time to see how effective they were, because I had a lot less welcome company. The missile that I had just avoided either had AI or a clever controller, because it was right on my tail despite all the gut-wrenching maneuvers I’d done. I let out a series of flares that radiated out from my position to confuse the thing.

      It wasn’t confused. It ignored the flares and kept right at me.

      Okay, so not heat seeking. Either a Dri’kai managing to pay attention as his warship got rocked with impacts or a clever AI.

      Time to try something else.

      The missile was gaining on me, and this was my last option.

      I cut a tight loop, the blood rushing to my head, temples throbbing, eyesight dimming, and circled around. I couldn’t quite get behind it, but as I yanked my autocannon up as far as it would go, I got the thing in my sights for just a second.

      Long enough. The autocannon belched out a stream of heavy slugs. I gave the missile a five-round burst.

      Only one hit. One was enough.

      The back half of the missile blew apart, the stubby front portion spinning away. I banked hard to get back into the fight.

      The fight had changed.

      The warship had managed to right itself and a missile took out one of the other fighters. I didn’t have time to see who.

      The guys controlling the drones weren’t slacking. Encouraged by their clever trick, they sent the other two groups on a kamikaze mission for the Dri’kai ship. One cluster, which looked like it was heading for another of the stabilizing thrusters, got torn apart by slugs. A couple of drones made impact. Both near misses.

      The second wave was more successful. It went right up the ship’s tailpipe and took out its main rear engine.

      The thrusters we had been hitting before were secondary thrusters to keep the ship on an even keel, but the warriors in the shuttle had targeted the main engine. They had hoped to cause a chain reaction that would take out whatever fuel these aliens used.

      No such luck. The explosion cut off quick, emergency systems kicking in to seal off the damage from hitting anything vital.

      It did show the way forward, though.

      The rear thruster was damaged now, which meant they couldn’t do anything but hang in orbit. It also meant they couldn’t turn the damn thing on and fry any incoming missiles.

      “Go for it!” I shouted in the comm system.

      The other three remaining fighters didn’t need to be told what I meant. The drones had weakened that spot. A couple of good missile hits would, with a bit of luck, set off a chain reaction and blow the whole ship apart.

      “I got it,” Lieutenant Mabaso said. He was closest.

      Mabaso swooped in, dodging missiles. Sparks flew off the side of his ship as slugs raked it, but he kept on course.

      The instant before he got to fire, another round of slugs made a direct hit on him.

      All I heard over the comm system was a brief scream, and then silence. His fighter spun away, Lieutenant Mabaso obviously no longer at the controls.

      He had fired his missile, though, and it landed right on target.

      A good hard hit, but no satisfying chain reaction. This ship was too damn tough.

      “My turn,” I said.

      Qiang’s welcome voice came over the comm system. “I’ll cover you.”

      I sure as hell needed him to. I worked hard at the controls, dodging streams of slugs that my defensive system only detected at the last second they were so small, while explosion after explosion flared in the space all around me as Qiang took out the missiles headed in my direction. The flames were quickly snuffed out by the vacuum.

      Coming right up behind the ship, I got a brief look at the mangled engine before launching my last missile and sending a burst of autocannon fire out of pure spite.

      Lieutenant Mabaso seemed like a good guy. I wished I could have gotten to know him better.

      The missile slammed into the wreck of the engine, tearing off a chunk of metal and causing a dozen smaller detonations.

      I swerved away.

      “Watch it, Mitch!” Qiang shouted.

      My defense system blared at me. Two missiles were streaking across the sky at me. The readout showed Qiang’s ship moving erratically, no doubt trying to avoid trouble of his own.

      I shot one missile out of the sky, dodged the other …

      … and flew right into the sights of one of the turrets.

      My fighter shuddered as several slugs hit home, and then I was spinning out of control, all navigational systems down, my defensive readout going black, and a blaring red message saying that the cabin was depressurizing and the system couldn’t fix it. It estimated seven minutes of air left.

      I had a suit on, of course, with a small pack of oxygen that would keep me for another hour, but that didn’t matter one bit.

      Because another blaring red readout told me I was shooting straight for the planet.

      “Entry burn-up in three minutes,” a pleasant computerized voice informed me.

      “Great. Just fucking great.”

      The fighters weren’t designed for entering an atmosphere. Before I made it halfway to the surface, I’d be cooking inside the cabin. Before I made it two-thirds of the way to the surface, the entire fighter would implode and I’d end my days as a meteor.

      I slapped at various controls, trying to get my navigational systems back online, but they were well and truly fried.

      I was helpless.
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      As my fighter spun uncontrollably, I got glimpses of the battle still going on. It was now Foyle and Qiang against the ship. The shuttle, its drones all spent, and far too distant to do anything to help me, was making its escape.

      “Cover me, Major Li,” Foyle said.

      “But Mitch is—”

      “Cover me, that’s an order!”

      The scene flashed in front of me—the two fighters diving in to attack the ship’s weak spot, missiles flaring out of the portholes after them, and then it was gone. The Aurigan planet swung into view.

      The next glimpse of the battle I got was of a blinding explosion.

      “Whohoo! That’s how you do it!” Foyle shouted over the comm system.

      “Let’s get Mitch,” Qiang said.

      “Whohoo! Don’t mess with Earth, motherfuckers!”

      The planet swung by, and then a view of the flaming Dri’kai ship. One fighter was flying loop-de-loops. Another was flying straight for me.

      No prizes for figuring out who was doing what.

      “Entry burn up in two minutes,” the computerized said. “Full cabin depressurization in five minutes, twenty seconds.”

      “That hardly seems relevant,” I grumbled.

      “I’m coming, buddy,” Qiang said.

      “Whohoo!” Foyle was still doing loop-de-loops.

      “Foyle, get over here and help me!” Qiang said.

      “Huh? Ayers is still alive?”

      “I won’t be for long. Get over here, that’s an order!”

      I didn’t expect my dying words to be giving an order to an arrogant idiot in the one situation where I could pull rank on him. I was hoping for something a little more dramatic and profound.

      My fighter ship was still spinning out of control, and now it was heating up. The thin outer stratosphere of the Aurigan planet was beginning to glow red around me, obscuring my vision. I wondered if the windows of the fighter were as resistant to heat as the body. Probably not. Had the computer factored that in when calculating the time of my imminent demise?

      “Entry burn up in one minute, forty-five seconds,” the computer said.

      “You seem awfully calm about it,” I snapped. “Estimate time of arrival for the two other fighter ships.”

      “Major Li Qiang’s ship will arrive in thirty-six seconds. Executive Officer Tom Foyle’s ship will arrive in one minute, fifty-one seconds.”

      “You hear that, Foyle? A little less showboating and you might have been useful.”

      Foyle didn’t reply. I guess apologizing for putting someone in mortal danger wasn’t in his DNA.

      The glow grew brighter, making me squint until I jabbed a button to darken the window. The stars disappeared. The planet turned into a dull orb. But I could still clearly see the trail of Qiang’s engine as he shot toward me. I could also see the bottom of his fighter heating up.

      “Getting a bit toasty outside,” Qiang said. “Let’s go get a cold beer.”

      “I’m buying. Hurry up!”

      I wasn’t exactly sure what he could do in this situation. What I didn’t expect him to do was ram me.

      It was a glancing blow, the merest clip on the edge of my ship, and it stabilized me.

      Stabilized me the wrong way. Now I was falling toward the planet upside down. I hardly saw how this was an improvement other than I didn’t feel like puking my lunch all over the inside of my helmet anymore.

      “Entry burn up in one minute, ten seconds,” the computer said.

      “Qiang, do something!”

      A thud. My fighter lurched, and I saw Qiang beneath me. His window and mine were touching. He waved, hit the thrusters, and we shot up out of the atmosphere.

      Well, almost. We made it a few hundred meters before I slid right off of him. He looped back around and repeated the maneuver. I rode piggyback through the Aurigan stratosphere.

      “Too bad no one ever invented a tractor beam like you see in the movies,” Qiang said.

      “Too bad Foyle isn’t helping us,” I quipped.

      A clang against my fighter made me jump. We were passing through the Dri’kai debris field.

      “The Aurigans are going to be seeing plenty of meteors tonight,” Qiang said. “How’s your heart?”

      “Steady as a clock. The doctor’s serum works great.”

      “He said it came at a cost, though.”

      “Yeah, him lecturing me when we get back. Please don’t do that too.”

      Once we got high enough from the planet, Qiang flipped me over and used a magnetic grapple to tow me. It was easy enough. He just got a few hundred meters ahead of me and then shot it right onto my bow. Not so easy as I was spinning into a planet’s atmosphere, though. It wasn’t designed for that sort of thing. Then again, the fighter ship wasn’t designed to ram another fighter and physically lift it up to a stable orbit. I wondered if there was a historical precedent for that. Probably not, or Qiang would have given me the whole story.

      The captain of the shuttle hailed me.

      “Lieutenant Ewing to Commander Ayers, we’re over at Lieutenant Mabaso’s fighter. He’s badly hurt but alive.”

      “Foyle, use your grapple on Lieutenant Mabaso’s ship and move at top speed back to the Nansen.”

      “Already on it,” he replied, although he hadn’t moved until I told him to.

      “Nice work with the drones, Lieutenant Ewing,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Foyle said. “You set them up so I could knock them down.”

      “Thank you, Commander Ayers,” the captain of the shuttle said, not replying to Foyle.

      I gritted my teeth. Having subordinates knowing what an asshole Foyle was was not good for morale. I didn’t see what I could do about it, though. Foyle’s own actions damned him.

      “Lieutenant Ewing, have you checked on Gunnarson and Hitt?”

      “Hitt’s ship was blown to pieces, sir. We checked on Gunnarson. He’s definitely dead, sir.”

      I winced. They hadn’t been qualified to go on a mission like this. Now we had lost two good pilots and two fighter ships, all because I wanted a tiny extra edge.

      “They might have tipped the balance,” Qiang said, as if reading my thoughts. “They deserve a full military funeral.”

      “We’ll give them that.”

      I almost wanted Foyle to say something obnoxious so I’d have an excuse to belt him one once we got back to the ship, but he kept his trap shut for once. Too bad. I got to keep my rank and he got to keep his teeth.

      We came back to the fighter bay to a raucous reception. Qiang, Foyle, and I were hauled out of our fighters and carried on the bay crew’s shoulders down the corridors. The crowd grew with every step, technicians and scientists and security personnel joining the throng. At an intersection we met the shuttle crew, riding their own crowd coming from the shuttle bay, and together we marched to the main mess hall. I don’t think there was any plan to it, but everyone sensed that there was going to be a speech and a party afterwards, and it was the only space big enough for so many people.

      The mess hall was deliberately built with a higher ceiling than necessary. Although the ship was large, human beings were accustomed to having a sky over their heads, even human beings like me who had lived in giant cities with populations in the hundreds of millions. Coming here three times a day gave people a chance to feel like they weren’t so cooped up. The designers had even done better than that. They piped in a bit of humidity to make the place slightly cooler than the rest of the ship and, to further imitate the feeling of being outside, there was a holographic projection of blue sky on the domed ceiling and real birds flitting around.

      And yes, those birds occasionally shat in the food. That was good for morale too, because it gave people something to laugh about, or bitch about if it was your food that got bombed. But even that was okay, because then you were bitching about something other than living conditions or your superior officer.

      I hoped Foyle would get bombed as soon as we were carried inside. No such luck.

      Commander Loftsdóttir was there to meet us, standing tall on a table, hands clasped behind her back, a slight smile on her stony face.

      I wondered if she had been so grave before she had woken up to find herself thrust into a position of command. I suspected not. But we had all gone through unexpected changes, and she seemed to be dealing with them well.

      Gradually the crowd settled down. We were set down beside her on the table. The surface creaked under our weight. I was glad it was steel rather than plastic or Formica. Crashing to the floor wouldn’t have been very heroic at this point.

      The cheering stopped and conversation petered out. I realized this would be the first time Commander Loftsdóttir addressed the crew in person. I was glad she was doing it after a victory, and I was proud that I had played a part in that.

      Someone handed her a glass of beer. The cooks were moving through the crowd, wheeling kegs through the press and pouring out glasses for everyone. Someone handed me one. Commander Loftsdóttir held up her glass and waited, still as a statue.

      When everyone had gotten a drink, she spoke.

      “Two men did not come back. Pilot First Class Victor Gunnarson and Second Lieutenant Lewis Hitt, we salute you.”

      “We salute you!” we all said.

      “First Lieutenant Elijah Mabaso was severely injured in the fight, but he will live. We salute him too.”

      “Elijah!” a couple of people shouted, pumping their fists in the air. They looked African, like Mabaso. Commander Loftsdóttir nodded, acknowledging and approving of the outburst.

      “They were heroes,” she went on, “and we salute the heroes who are with us here now!”

      The room exploded with a roar and hundreds of men and women cheered. I stood a little straighter.

      I’m a mob enforcer who cheated his way onto the ship to be with you. You all earned a place here. I didn’t. I’m a fraud.

      Shut up. You’ve earned a place now.

      “We have a tough journey ahead,” the commander went on. “We are far from Terra Nova and in hostile territory. The Nansen is damaged and many of our fellow crew members didn’t get a chance to wake up from stasis. This is not what we hoped for. But this is what we have been given to work with. I know you are up to the task. Tonight we celebrate and remember those who have fallen. Tomorrow we get back to work. Tomorrow we build a future for humanity.”

      Everyone cheered again.

      Commander Kristín Loftsdóttir meant what she said about partying. I thought we were all going to have a toast and go home, but no. The cooks kept wheeling out kegs and after awhile bottles of vodka began to make the rounds too. She had sensed the tension in the crew and knew it needed a release, and we had provided the perfect excuse.

      The party got raucous. Somebody put on some dance music from one of the year’s most popular DJs (correction, one of the most popular DJs from fifty years before) and people got a bit crazy. A cute young woman from electrical engineering got close to me, dancing in a way that I knew was an invitation, but I kept thinking about Valeria lying in medical with some microscopic slugs in her brain and I pretended not to notice the engineer’s obvious interest. I drank instead. A lot.

      Hell, it was almost an order, right?
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      The best part of any party is the point where most people have stumbled back home and just a few good friends are sitting sharing a bottle.

      In this case, it was me, Qiang, and Commander Loftsdóttir. Surprisingly, she had invited us back to her quarters. “I need to talk with you,” she had told us. I got the distinct impression that Qiang had been invited along only to stop any rumors about me and the commander.

      The commander’s quarters consisted of three large rooms near the command deck. There was a generously appointed living room with a small kitchenette to the side, a bathroom, and a bedroom I only saw through a half-open door.

      The main room had a sofa and several comfortable chairs ranged around a long glass coffee table. Coffee is what she offered and coffee was what we accepted. So no late-night boozing with the commander. It seemed she really did want to talk.

      As she busied herself in the kitchenette, Qiang and I sat down in two of the armchairs, glanced at each other for reassurance, and then looked around the room.

      It did not look very lived in. There were no feminine touches, or even any personal ones. Commander Loftsdóttir hadn’t exactly had much time for interior decorating since I had rudely awakened her from her fifty-year sleep. A few photos of what I supposed was British Columbia adorned the walls. Rugged mountains and the few remaining redwoods. Our previous commander had been from British Columbia, but he was dead now, like so many others. I wondered what Commander Loftsdóttir thought about having a dead man’s decoration on her walls, or if she had had time to think about it at all.

      She came over with a coffeemaker and three mugs. None of this drip stuff we got in the canteen; this was a real Italian stovetop coffeemaker. It reminded me of Leo Franzetti. He had been a coffee snob too. The rich aroma wafted through the living room.

      “Sugar or milk?” she asked as she began to pour.

      “No thank you,” I said. Qiang shook his head.

      “Good for you,” she said. “Milk and sugar are only to mask the taste of bad coffee. Good coffee can stand on its own.”

      “A fork can stand on its own if you jab it in the gunk they call coffee at the canteen,” Qiang said.

      I winced. We were all a bit drunk, and Qiang was telling jokes you shouldn’t tell in front of the highest ranking officer of the ship.

      Luckily, she laughed.

      “You’re a military man, Major Li. Surely you’re accustomed to bad rations by now. Try some of this.”

      We all dutifully took a sip of the coffee. Wonderful. Rich aroma, full body, strong flavor. The kind of experience you hardly ever get from food these days.

      Suddenly she rose. “How silly of me! You should clean your palette first.”

      She went to a small freezer in the kitchenette and pulled out a large green bottle and three tiny glasses. Qiang looked at me, eyebrow raised.

      “This is Svarti dauði, a drink from my country.”

      “What does Svarti dauði mean?” Qiang asked.

      She smiled at him. “Black Death.”

      She poured us each a glass of innocuous-looking clear liquid.

      “Shoot or sip?” I asked. Always good to know when venturing into unknown alcoholic territory.

      “Shoot, if you know what’s good for you.”

      We each stood and held up a glass. I could feel my fingertips going numb from the frosty surface.

      “Skál!” she said.

      “Skál,” we repeated, and took our shots.

      I coughed. Qiang choked. Commander Loftsdóttir knocked it back and smacked her lips.

      “Now I know why the Vikings were so tough,” I said. My voice came out strangled. This was to cleanse our palette? More like scorch it.

      We sat again, Qiang and I gratefully returning to our coffee.

      “You did very well,” the commander said. I presumed she was talking about the battle and not drinking her Icelandic volcano water.

      “I only wish we could have done it without losses,” I said, thinking of those two poor bastards I had thrown into the fight unprepared.

      “You kept them to a minimum, and that’s as much as anyone can ask of you. Both of you did very well against steep odds. I’m glad to have you running the security detail.”

      I noticed she hadn’t mentioned Foyle. He had done just as much or more than any of us. Her leaving him out was deliberate, and a signal.

      Good. Glad to have her on the same page as the rest of the crew.

      She looked thoughtful for a moment, then held each of us in a steady gaze—first Qiang, then me. Me for longer. I tried to return it and didn’t do so well. Her fault. If she wanted me to have a steady gaze, she shouldn’t have given me Black Death.

      “Our future has become complicated,” she said.

      “It was always going to be,” I replied. “We have a good crew. We’ll figure it out.”

      I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince, me or the commander. Perhaps both of us.

      “You know why the ship is called the Nansen?” she asked. I blinked at the sudden change of subject.

      “They told us in orientation,” I replied uncertainly. “An old explorer. Seems appropriate.”

      “More appropriate than just being an explorer.” She turned to Qiang. “Perhaps our historian can shed some light on that?”

      “He was a Norwegian explorer,” Qiang said, holding the coffee cup just below his nose so he could enjoy the aroma. “He was the first person to cross Greenland on skis.”

      Skis were these long, thin things you clamped to your boots so you could travel across snow. I had seen them in old movies. I had seen snow in old movies too.

      Commander Loftsdóttir nodded. “That’s right. Fridtjof Nansen was much more than that, though. He revolutionized polar exploration and made it further north than anyone before him, and was a leading scientist in marine biology and oceanography. Nansen was an accomplished writer too. His books are well worth reading if you can find the time.”

      We chuckled at that. None of us was going to get much reading time in the foreseeable future.

      She went on. “He helped Norway gain its independence too. But the most important thing about Nansen is that after the First World War he helped half a million people displaced by war to find new homes. He got the Nobel Peace Prize for that.”

      The commander fell silent for a moment, looking into the depth of her coffee cup, and then said quietly, “I think that’s why they named this ship after him. He was an explorer and a scientist, just like we are. Most of all, though, he helped find lost people a new home.”

      She looked at us both. “That’s our job, gentlemen. We have a ship full of people with nowhere to go. We have to find them a place to call home.”

      The next morning, I felt the after effects Dr. Stark had warned me about. I was dead tired, and had a wave of dizziness when I sat up in bed. My heart fluttered like a hummingbird trapped in a pair of cupped hands.

      I sat in bed for several minutes, breathing slowly and willing my body to get its act together. Finally, I felt good enough to get to the command deck.

      I made it twenty minutes late, but no one said a word. The commander was sitting in her chair, looking none the worse for wear from our bout with the Black Death the night before. She greeted me and told me that she had just ordered the Nansen to head out at light speed toward Nova Terra. While she had not decided that the planet the Global Government had chosen for us would be our final destination, she reasoned that since we knew so little about what was in this part of the galaxy, we might as well head that way.

      The only problem was, at light speed we couldn’t work on the outside of the ship. A spacesuit couldn’t handle the stresses of warp. So the hull was only partially repaired, and the anti-meteor panels had not been replaced. Still, getting the fuck out of that solar system was the first priority.

      Everyone felt bad about leaving the Aurigans. Not having a choice about it didn’t help our feelings much. We couldn’t stand up to another warship. We had lost two fighters and all our attack drones. Chief Engineer Iliescu had set up a small production facility in one of the work bays to produce more, but that would take time. He said the first wouldn’t roll off the line for three days, and then he could produce two a day after that. We had plenty of raw materials, just no space to make a full-scale factory.

      The rest of his team worked on the damn computer bug. Now it had affected the doors. Sometimes they worked, sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes they opened all by themselves. People had taken to using the manual override, and changing their clothes out of sight of the doorway just in case it slid open while you were dropping your pants. It became polite to call out, “Passing by!” when you walked along a corridor where a door suddenly opened.

      After the morning meeting at the command deck, where Foyle kept crowing about “his” victory, I went down to the medical center. It seemed like every day I had more and more people to visit there.

      As much as I wanted to rush over to see Valeria, I forced myself to visit Lieutenant Mabaso first. He lay in a bed next to Dr. Conti’s room, eyes lidded with drugs. A couple of drips were connected to him as well as several wires leading to a battery of monitors.

      I stopped short. He was missing both arms.

      His eyes fluttered open. The lids hooded over a glassy, unfocused gaze.

      “Hey, Commander,” he said, his voice coming out slurred. “Sorry I can’t salute.”

      The joke felt like an accusation. I know he hadn’t meant it like that, but I couldn’t help feeling that way.

      “How are you feeling, Lieutenant?” I asked, and then kicked myself for asking something so stupid. But what else were you supposed to say?

      “Been better.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder, or what was left of it.

      “You were a star out there,” I said.

      “Thanks. I guess I’m pretty much washed up now.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “You still have a place here. We’ll find something for you to do.”

      Lieutenant Mabaso let out a little laugh. He didn’t believe me. Hell, I didn’t believe me. What could I say?

      “You’ll have a place. I promise you that.”

      His eyes cleared for a second and focused on me.

      “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “Seriously. Now you just get some rest. I’ll arrange everything.”

      “Thanks,” he said, his voice beginning to drift. “You’re an ace. Everyone looks up to you. A real hero.”

      His voice trailed off and he was asleep.

      A hero. A hero who had cheated his way onto the Nansen and just made a promise he couldn’t keep to a man who had lost both arms.

      Some hero.
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      Passing out of the door with a sick feeling in my stomach, I glanced in Dr. Conti’s room. He was much as I had left him—lying on his chest typing furiously at his touchscreen. He had a focused look on his face, a drive and an enthusiasm that I did not want to disturb, so I left without saying hello. The scientist from Italy would adjust to his disability a lot better than the soldier from Mozambique. He could still carry on his life’s work. I had to find something for Lieutenant Mabaso, or he had to find something for himself, or that man would be lost.

      Just as I was approaching the glassteel partition beyond which the shore crew still lay in a tidy row of beds, Dr. Stark came storming up to me.

      “What are you doing out of bed? I explicitly told you to take today off.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “For saving the ship. Again.”

      “Thank you. Want to save it again? Save yourself first.”

      “Look, Doc—”

      “Get on the examination table. I was going to call you down anyway.”

      I spent several minutes getting poked, prodded, and analyzed. Dr. Stark didn’t look too happy with the results.

      “Your heart is even weaker than before. At least we’re headed out of the system. Maybe you’ll get to rest easy for a while. Leave your subordinates to do the day-to-day work. And go easy on the booze. Last night was an exception, do you hear me?”

      “Yeah. But Doc, you’ve seen what this part of the galaxy is like. I’m not going to be able to sit back and twiddle my thumbs for long.”

      He studied me. “And the next time the ship is in danger you’re going to ignore my instructions and put yourself in harm’s way. You can’t get away with this forever, you know. Two or three more shots of that serum and I can’t promise you’ll live to see another day. It was borderline unethical giving it to you the first time.”

      “But you did, figuring I had a better chance of living if I took the serum and fought than if I sat back and let someone else lead the mission.”

      “From anyone else, I’d consider that a grossly vain remark. You happen to be right, though.”

      I nodded in the direction of the shore party. “How are they?”

      Dr. Stark made a face, a worse one than when he had seen the results of my examination.

      “Come see,” was all he said.

      We went over to the partition. The scene hadn’t changed much from the last time I’d looked in on them. Medical personnel still moved around taking blood samples and using devices whose functions I couldn’t even guess at, and Valeria and the rest still lay motionless on their beds.

      Then I noticed a significant difference. One of the shore party was missing.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Assistant Entomologist Wayne Garnier. He died when we tried to take the parasites out of his brain.”

      I sighed and rubbed my eyes. This was turning out to be a bad day.

      “We thought we had figured out a way to put the parasites to sleep, a combination of sedatives along with a hefty dose of opiates. They didn’t react to external stimuli, until the nanites tried to remove the tendrils that linked with Garnier’s neurons. Then the parasites suddenly woke up. Not just the one that we were working on, but all of them. They flailed their tendrils around and tore his brain apart.”

      “What the hell? Why would a parasite kill its own host?”

      “Parasites often do it incidentally by wearing the host down so much that it dies, but that usually doesn’t happen until the organism has gone through at least one life cycle, leaving its eggs in the stool or some other transmission vector. I’ve never seen a parasite actively try to kill the host. It doesn’t make any sense from an evolutionary standpoint.”

      “Well, this is an alien.”

      “An alien that’s trying to complete its life cycle. There’s no point taking over a host if it’s going to end up killing itself. With Garnier dead, there’s no place for those parasites to go. They were getting oxygen from his circulatory system. They died shortly after he did. What’s even stranger was that all of the parasites attacked the host at the same time, as soon as one of their number felt threatened.”

      “And down on the planet, the infected Aurigans didn’t attack the shore party after they had been infected too. These things communicate somehow! Are they intelligent?”

      Dr. Stark shook his head. “No. We’ve dissected several and their central nervous system, while advanced for a microscopic being, is not sufficiently advanced to be called intelligent. We’re not sure exactly how they communicate within a host. Between hosts we have found that the bodies of the infected are giving off a unique pheromone.”

      “Is that dangerous?” I asked, eyeing all the doctors and nurses moving around in bio suits.

      “No. It’s a basic communication system with one message. ‘I’m one of you.’”

      “Okay, so how do we get those things out of her?” I asked, looking at Valeria’s unmoving body on the bed.

      “Her?”

      Dr. Stark’s gaze flicked to Valeria and then back to me.

      Oh, crap. “Them. I mean them.”

      “Right. We’re still working on that. As long as we keep them asleep they can’t cause trouble or transmit the parasite. That gives us time to study the things. We have a good sample we are dissecting, and Dr. Conti is leading the examination of the parasite’s genome.”

      “How is he, by the way?” I said, my voice lowering.

      “As well as can be expected. I think the work is keeping his mind off things.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      It didn’t make my guilt go away.

      A communicator on the wall buzzed and someone’s voice said, “Commander Ayers to the command deck please.”

      “Looks like I’m needed.”

      Dr. Stark jabbed the center of my chest with a finger, hardly a professional gesture. Got my attention, though.

      “Yes you are. Don’t kill yourself.”

      “I’ll try not to, Doc.”

      More bad news awaited me on the command deck. Big surprise.

      “We’ve detected a radio signal, sir,” a technician said as I came in. “It’s the Dri’kai.”

      “A ship?” I moved to the commander’s side. The viewscreen only showed a field of stars.

      “The signal appears to be in orbit around the nearest star,” Commander Lóftsdottir said, “and it’s not on a planet.”

      “A station?”

      “Perhaps. The solar system has a couple of terrestrial planets—just dead rocks—and a gas giant. No signals from any of them. It’s .21 light years away. At our current speed we can get there in four days.”

      “If we can see them, they can see us, and they know what direction we’re coming from,” I said. My heart was starting to beat faster. I thought of the monitor in my chest and hoped Dr. Stark was too busy with the shit ton of other problems facing him to notice what was going on with me.

      Commander Lóftsdottir inclined her head, gesturing for me to follow her out of earshot from the rest of the command deck crew.

      “Which is why I wanted you up here,” she said in a low voice. “So far we haven’t detected any Dri’kai ships in the vicinity. What’s your suggestion—attack or avoid?”

      I looked at her with surprise. “That’s a decision the entire high command should make.”

      None of them were on the command deck at the moment, not even Foyle.

      “I’ve just called a meeting for fifteen minutes from now. I wanted your opinion first.”

      Oh.

      Thanks for the pressure.

      “If we run, we look weak, and they might suppose we’re operating at reduced capacity. I say we get in close enough to see what we’re dealing with. Yes, that will put us in danger, but once we get a good look we can decide what to do. If the station looks weak, I suggest we take it out. Destroying two of their ships and their station will make the Dri’kai less enthusiastic about chasing us when we run, and I do suggest we run after we hit the station. If we can, I’d like to take the facility with a minimum of damage. It would be good to get our hands on some more of their technology so we can figure out what we’re up against.”

      We had salvaged a fair amount of Dri’kai hardware from the last two battles, but most of it was pretty mangled.

      “I agree. We’ve been detecting something curious about the radio signals. It’s the same message, played on a loop. The message ends with the same electronic tone that first Dri’kai ship transmitted to us.”

      I studied the readout again.

      “From the scans it appears too big to be a beacon,” I said. “From this range we wouldn’t be able to see anything smaller than a space station.”

      “It might be entirely robotic.”

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      The meeting went smoothly. Foyle was all for attacking, and interrupted me before I had finished my plan so that he could say what I was going to say (minus the retreating option) and make it sound like he had come up with it.

      The others were less enthusiastic. Barakat and Stark were dead set against it, saying our first priority was the safety of the ship and that we had to get out of the region as quickly as possible. I sympathized, but as civilians they didn’t appreciate the strategic situation. We were targets now, possibly with more species than just the Dri’kai. We were also slower than the Dri’kai ships and would get caught in any long-distance pursuit. Plus, we didn’t know how good the aliens’ sensors were. We were probably being watched as we spoke. An aggressive strategy might be the safer option.

      Might be. It might also be a suicide run.

      Since Chief Scientist Valeria Sanchez was still unconscious and in quarantine, her assistant, Kaito Watanabe, represented the science branch.

      “I leave the military decisions to the experts,” the Japanese astrophysicist said. “We are currently analyzing the Dri’kai technology we recovered from the last two battles. Much of it is similar to our own, being produced on the same basic laws of electronics and thermodynamics. Others aspects are less familiar. We do not think we will be able to give you much intelligence of use in just four days. We will try our best.”

      Iliescu’s objections were more nuanced. He said that we shouldn’t get into any more fights until we had fully repaired the ship, worked out the bugs the Biospherists had put in the system, and made a decent-sized fleet of attack drones. We could barely do that in four weeks, let alone four days. He suggested we slow to half speed so that at least he could prioritize firming up the hull.

      Foyle dismissed that out of hand, blustering that we could take on anything they threw at us. The idiot had apparently forgotten that in the last fight we had taken fifty percent casualties. I considered Iliescu’s position and then decided a quick attack was still the better option.

      “Since this is a station and we’re not hearing any ship-to-station chatter, I’m thinking there are no ships nearby,” I reasoned. “That means that when we get close enough to get a really good scan, we’ll still probably have the option to cut and run.”

      “Probably,” Barakat said in a level voice.

      I looked at him. “There are no certainties in war.”

      “Despite your heroism,” he replied, “it is a certainty that we cannot sustain a war with the entire Dri’kai race. There’s only one Nansen.”

      “True enough,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “But I think Commander Ayers’ strategy is a sound one. We must show we aren’t afraid and gather intelligence. That is the safest policy in the long term.”

      I glanced at Foyle. He didn’t look happy to be reminded that it was my strategy and not his. What a pain in the ass. The worst thing you can do as an officer is get your ego in the way of the smooth operation of your team. People got killed that way.

      “We do have one significant finding from the debris we collected,” Watanabe said. “This may be essential if we are to fight the Dri’kai again.”

      “Well, spit it out,” Foyle snapped.

      The Japanese scientist went on, unperturbed. He didn’t even look at Foyle.

      “We have analyzed some Dri’kai corpses. We had noticed that on both occasions when the Dri’kai ships dropped out of warp, that there was a lull in activity. The first time when they came to the Aurigan planet they hung motionless for several seconds before they hailed us. The second time, they were slow in responding to your attack. We have studied the Dri’kai anatomy and found that their nervous system has a weakness in regards to the stresses of coming out of warp.”

      “Really?” I said. This could be good. When we dropped in or out of warp, there was always a moment’s nausea, a second of lightheadedness. It was over quite quickly, and we had been trained to deal with it. It barely affected our function at all.

      The astronomer nodded. “Our biological team says they are incapacitated for up to thirty seconds.”

      “About time we heard some good news,” I muttered.

      “Maybe we can just wait at the station, hold it hostage, and blow the Dri’kai out of the sky when they drop out of warp,” Foyle said. He looked eager.

      “They know their own weaknesses,” I replied. “They’ll drop out of warp on the other side of the solar system and come at us on impulse power. No, this doesn’t change much. It could be useful later on, though. Good work, Dr. Watanabe.”

      He bowed his head. I bowed back. I wasn’t sure you were supposed to do that. I had never been to Japan. The only travel I ever got to do was to kill people, not learn local customs.

      Commander Loftsdóttir looked around the table. “Then we’re agreed. We’ll follow the plan Commander Ayers laid out.”

      I looked around the table too. I didn’t see much agreement there.

      It didn’t matter. This wasn’t a democracy. Everyone who had objected had damn good reasons for their objections. I didn’t disagree with any of them. It was just that my plan was the least bad option.

      And the least bad option was the best we could hope for at this point.
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      The four days it took to get us to the station were busy ones. We kept our long-range sensors tuned for any signs of ships. We didn’t see any. We also didn’t hear any radio chatter that seemed directed at us. Now that we were back in warp, we were going faster than any radio signals. Shortly into our trip to the next solar system we had the weird experience of catching up to our own communications with the Dri’kai ship, our failed second contact with an alien species radiating out of the solar system at light speed. Then we passed out of its range and it was gone.

      This must have been what the old-time mariners felt like before the invention of radio. They sailed the high seas, out of touch with everyone unless they met up with another ship or came to a port.

      Actually, for us it was even stranger. We got lots of background chatter—ship to ship communications that shared the same language or were between two different languages, what sounded like planetary broadcasts, and regular pulses we took to be beacons. The problem was, they were from all directions and who knew how old they were. Had that conversation between two ships occurred twenty light years away, making it twenty years old, or a thousand? Had that beacon started broadcasting last year or last century? Did that signal that sounded like a radio station indicate the species had just invented radio or was it a ghost from a race that had died out a million years ago? Radio communication was useless when you had faster than light engines.

      But it did tell us something—the galaxy was alive. The scientists had isolated more than twenty languages coming from at least ten different species. We were not alone. Not even close.

      Strange that none of these communications had reached Earth. Were we simply in a dead part of the Orion Arm? Maybe the Milky Way was more crowded with life in other regions? Or had there been a recent technological explosion in this area and suddenly a bunch of species moved into space at the same time? That seemed like too much of a coincidence. Perhaps one race developed faster than light technology and gave it to the others? That also sounded pretty far fetched.

      I guess we wouldn’t know until we got a chance to start talking and stop shooting.

      The recorded loop from the supposed station never varied. It was close enough for us to be pretty sure that what we were hearing right at that moment was probably what was still going on. Or was it? A radio signal took more than two months to travel just the short distance of .21 of a light year. As we approached, of course, that time narrowed, but until we were right on top of the thing we couldn’t say for sure it was still broadcasting in a loop.

      Stark and his team kept working on the parasite problem, with little progress that I could see. The engineers managed to up production of the attack drones but we still wouldn’t have enough by the time we made it to the station. The commander wanted to have a trial for the two Biospherist prisoners, who still weren’t talking. There was a judge and a couple of lawyers among the colonists who we could wake up. At a meeting it was decided to wait until after we figured out what was going on with the station. We had bigger priorities on our hands.

      That ugly duty couldn’t be put off for long, though. Resentment was high. Everybody had lost friends. I had already had demoted one security guard for spitting on the male prisoner. I shifted him to guarding the drone factory. He could stare at a robotic assembly line all day. The female prisoner, who had recovered from her abortion, was back in her cell, guarded by my most trusted female NCOs.

      Otherwise, the whole crew was working hard and acting professional.

      Well, everyone except Foyle. He had been boasting about the battle nonstop. The problem was that people were beginning to see it as his victory and not our victory. Sure, he got the killing shot, but the planning was mostly Qiang’s, the leadership was mine, the shuttle crew pointed the way, and Lieutenant Mabaso got the first good hit. We all helped fight that ship.

      But what does reality have to do with it? Repeat a lie long enough and people begin to believe it.

      I didn’t much care who got the credit except that the crew was starting to put more faith in a man who wasn’t leadership material. If you didn’t work with him on a daily basis, you didn’t see his faults like I did.

      Despite my poorly hidden distaste for Foyle, he had started getting all chummy with me. I’d seen this before with guys who had fragile egos. They saw me as more capable and either got into hissy fits of jealousy or tried to strut around with me as some sort of suit of emotional armor.

      The sad thing in his case was that he was every bit as capable as I was, at least would have been if he didn’t have an overriding need to prove it and show off. That could put others in danger like he had when I was doing my meteorite imitation over the Aurigan planet.

      I decided to play along, accepting his invitations to racquetball and drinks because we needed to work as a team whether I liked him or not. And because he was above me in the chain of command and I couldn’t afford to piss him off. The way it worked on the Nansen was that while I went by the title of commander, like Loftsdóttir, and he was executive officer, he still outranked me. My actual title was commander of security, which put me at the number three position overall. After that came Barakat, Iliescu, Sanchez (now Watanabe), and Stark, in that order.

      One night when we were having a couple of beers in the Nansen’s lone bar (off duty personnel only, three drink maximum), I realized this was all to soften me up.

      We sat at a table in the corner. The bar wasn’t very big, but the dim lights and loud electronic music made us unobtrusive. A few people crowded at the bar, listening to one of the shuttle guys recount the battle for the millionth time, and there was a sprinkling of couples at the other tables. Looked like people were already pairing up.

      I hoped no one thought that about us.

      We were on our third and last drink, and I was guzzling it so that I could get out of there, when he leaned forward and lowered his voice.

      “What do you think of her?”

      “Who?”

      Playing dumb wasn’t going to get me out of it. I knew exactly who he was talking about. I just needed to buy a couple of extra seconds to think.

      “Commander Lost Daughter.”

      Foyle didn’t quite say it like that. He mispronounced it just enough for me to catch his drift.

      I took another sip of my drink to buy another couple of seconds of time. Giving your opinion of a superior officer to another superior officer can never end well.

      “She’s done a good job.”

      He nodded, quick to agree and cover his ass.

      “Sure, sure. She’s done well. But is she the right pick for the job?”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “The government didn’t pick her, the Biospherists did. And we all got promoted way above our pay grade that day. You and I too.”

      I said that last bit with enough edge to hopefully scare him off.

      Nope.

      “Oh sure, she’s done okay, I mean really good. Really. I’m not faulting her. She got thrust into a bad situation and she’s done her best. It’s just that she doesn’t have as much combat experience as you or I do. She has seniority because she’s been in the service longer than us. That’s why the chain of command fell to her. But she only did one tour of duty and one big battle.”

      “I’ve read her CV. Her tour of duty was in East Africa.” That had been a hellhole. The Battle of the Rocky Mountains, while it was over in just a week, hadn’t been a cakewalk either.

      “A tough fight,” Foyle said. He was never so agreeable as when he was trying to manipulate you. “But you and I were in some tough fights too, eh?”

      We had been. He had been in the Midwest like I was. And while he hadn’t fought for the oil wells, he had been in the Air Force putting down the Southeast Asian Rebellion and the Australian Independence Movement. The AIM Air Force had been damn good. That’s because it was the local squadrons of our own air force turning against us.

      Yeah, we both had more combat experience than her.

      “This isn’t just a combat mission,” I said, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. Trying and failing.

      He frowned. “You kidding me? What else have we done since we came out of stasis?”

      “Our mission isn’t a military one. It’s colonization.”

      He laughed at that. “You should listen to your buddy’s historical lectures more often. How many colonization efforts didn’t start with a fight? Wherever we end up, we’re going to have to push somebody out.”

      “Terra Nova appears uninhabited.”

      “We didn’t know about any life at all in the galaxy, and now we see there’s a ton of it. Terra Nova could be covered in cities for all we know.”

      True enough. Even the scans we had just taken from our latest position were decades old.

      “If it is, then we’ll have to go somewhere else,” I said, draining the last of my beer. “Anyway, thanks for this. I’ll get the next one.”

      I stood. Foyle gestured for me to sit.

      “Let’s have another,” he said.

      “We reached the maximum.”

      Foyle gestured to the waiter, a young ensign. The guy hesitated, then glanced at the security guard stationed at the door. Before I could give my man the eye, Foyle looked over his shoulder at him. The security guard turned away.

      Great. Now he was undercutting my own team.

      “This sets a bad example,” I said.

      “Don’t be a wimp. What’s the point of rising in rank if you can’t bend the rules, eh?” He raised two fingers to the ensign, who I remembered had an English accent. Foyle probably didn’t realize he was flipping him off instead of buying two more drinks.

      I almost objected that Dr. Stark didn’t want me drinking too much, but showing weakness to this guy would be a serious mistake.

      So I forced a smile and glanced at the door, hoping the good doctor would come barging in at any moment and haul me off to medical for more tests. Even a prostate exam would be better than this.

      “You seen Lieutenant Mabaso?” I asked.

      Foyle looked confused for a moment. “I checked in on him the day after the fight.”

      That was three days ago. I had been there every day since then. So had Qiang. So had lots of people.

      “Look, Mitch. Can I call you Mitch? We have a real problem here. The commander … ” His voice trailed off as the waiter served our drinks. “The commander doesn’t have it in her. I’ve seen her hesitate during battle. And she’s had some slipups, like sending a shore party down to visit the Aurigans. I’d understand it if she wanted to colonize their planet, but she just wanted to say hello.”

      “It was the first alien race we’ve ever encountered. We couldn’t exactly pass by without studying them.”

      “And look how it turned out. They attacked us.”

      “It wasn’t their fault. They have some sort of parasite.”

      “What difference does that make? The point is, she risked the crew for nothing but a bit of scientific curiosity.”

      “We need to know what kind of life forms there are around here if we’re going to make this galaxy our home.”

      Foyle lowered his voice even more. “She’s not up for it. I know you feel the same way.”

      And there it was. How was I supposed to reply to that? Go to the commander and complain? It was my word against his. My word against a superior officer’s.

      Agree with him? Hell, no. I wasn’t going to say crap about an officer I respected just to bootlick this asshole. Plus, I didn’t know how far Foyle wanted to take it. If he didn’t think anything of getting my security team to look the other way while he broke a rule, he could be capable of throwing a monkey wrench into something a lot more important.

      Disagree? Then I’d make an enemy of the second most powerful person on the ship. One who had, I could now see, gathered a pretty good following around him.

      Shit. This is just what we needed right now.

      I stood and walked out of the bar.

      Yeah, I retreated. Let him interpret that as he would. I wasn’t going to say anything that could be used against me, or that could be thought of as agreement. I would need to avoid him as much as I could in the future.

      Easier said than done. We worked together every day.
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      The station hung isolated against a backdrop of stars. It was two astronomical units out from the sun, twice the distance of Earth from Sol. The sun itself was a red giant, swollen in its old age and giving off its final flares of heat. Watanabe told me that when a sun expands like this, any terrestrial planets close in get cooked. That certainly appeared to have been the case with the two terrestrial planets in this system. Both were closer to the star than the station, and both were lifeless rocks. Any civilization that might have once existed on those worlds was long dead.

      Not far beyond the station was a thick asteroid belt. The asteroids were so big, and the clustering so dense, the astronomers theorized that two bigger than Earth sized planets had collided relatively recently –in cosmological time, at any rate – to create it. They theorized that the swelling of the sun as it turned into a gas giant perturbed the orbits of the inner planets and caused two of them to smash into one another, creating the asteroid belt.

      I was more interested in the upcoming battle than any archaeological or astronomical musings, but I wasn’t sure I was going to get a battle. We had been scanning the station for the past four days as we approached, getting better and better images. No sizeable ship was nearby, and the looped transmission never varied. I was beginning to think no one was at home.

      Okay by me. Just because I’m a soldier doesn’t mean I go looking for fights. My ego does just fine without them.

      At last we got into orbit a few hundred kilometers from the station and studied it.

      It was a giant disk measuring almost five hundred meters in diameter with large bays for shuttles and docking points with airlocks for larger ships. It only had a couple of turrets for those machine guns we had faced with the other ships, and some portholes that probably launched torpedoes. Several times over the past few days Watanabe had commented how similar Dri’kai technology was to our own.

      “It operates on the same principles,” he explained at our final planning meeting. “The basic laws of physics are the same no matter what species you are. Just as we still use guns very similar to what we had in the twentieth century despite our advancement in other areas, they have found the most efficient way to do damage is with small, fast projectiles, or with large explosives. Their electronics are more or less the same as well. They don’t seem to have very many compounds that are different than what we know, except for that compound they use for their impulse engines that they wanted to take from the Aurigans. And because the Dri’kai are humanoid, you can expect their space station to be familiar as well.”

      “So you really have decided to attempt boarding?” Barakat asked.

      “We have to see why this station is abandoned,” I replied.

      “It could be that parasite,” Dr. Stark said.

      “It could, although I don’t see how it could have gotten here.” I nodded. “We will be going in wearing full combat mechs. We have a few on board. They’re pretty tough, and fully sealed against all chemical or biological agents. Even if there are infected Dri’kai alive on the station, they won’t be able to batter through our armor.”

      “What if they shoot you?” Barakat asked.

      Dr. Stark answered that. “The parasite impedes higher functioning. That’s why the Aurigans didn’t use any weapons, and neither did our shore party once they were infected.”

      “But we saw them playing and gathering food,” I said.

      “It appears that the parasite remains dormant when not in attack mode,” the doctor went on. “Only when it senses potential hosts does it make its own host attack, and when it does that, it has to override the creature’s higher functions. Otherwise, infected creatures act normally.”

      Oh. That didn’t sound good.

      “They’ll be banging on your armor with their fists,” Foyle snorted. “I wish I was going on board. I’d like to pulp some of those bastards for what they did to Lieutenant Mabaso.”

      Says the guy who still hasn’t visited him more than once, I thought.

      “We obtained some spectra of the atmosphere they had in their ships as they burst open,” Watanabe said. “The air is unbreathable to humans.”

      “Another reason not to take off our mech suits,” I replied. “Don’t worry, we’ll be careful.”

      We were so careful that we spent a full day analyzing the station and doing meticulous scans of the surrounding parsec. We didn’t want any nasty surprises if we could help it.

      There was nothing—no ships, no incoming transmission, and the station’s transmitter kept repeating the same message. Whatever it meant. The ship’s computer still hadn’t translated the Dri’kai language. That bug the Biospherist hackers put in the system knocked out the translation software for three full days. It seemed like every time Iliescu’s team fixed one problem, two more cropped up.

      That repeated electronic tone at the end of the message had me wondering. Why was that on there? It had been on a direct ship-to-ship communication, and now we were getting it from an automatic beacon. Those seemed like two very different situations. Why would both transmissions end with the same code?

      At least the computer bugs didn’t hurt vital functions such as life support, the engines, and command deck operations. Those were protected by extra layers of security that the flaw the terrorists had introduced in our programming couldn’t seem to compromise.

      While we had satisfied ourselves that no ship was nearby, we couldn’t tell what was going on in the station, if anything. There were no windows. The entire surface of the station was blank metal. No doubt they used viewscreens to replicate windows like we did. If we went up and tried to force one of the airlocks, we’d be going in blind.

      Iliescu helped by sending a scientific probe, a little robot with highly sensitive sensors to land on the side of the station with its magnetic feet and take some soundings.

      Scanning on all wavelengths, we discovered that the Dri’kai hadn’t lost atmospheric pressure, that the temperature inside was a toasty but survivable ninety degrees, and that there was a fair amount of electromagnetic activity going on in there, which Iliescu’s team attributed to the normal function of the station’s systems. It did not seem to be on emergency power and it wasn’t flying dead in the sky with only a battery backup powering the transmitter.

      More mysterious was what the probe didn’t detect—any reaction to our presence or any loud sounds inside the station. The probe was sensitive enough that it would have heard doors closing or heavy footsteps, even loud conversation.

      It heard nothing.

      Somehow that didn’t reassure me. Instead, it freaked me out.

      “Are you sure you have to go yourself?” Dr. Stark said the morning Qiang, a small security and science team and I suited up in the shuttle bay.

      “Yes, Doctor, I am sure.” He was really beginning to tire me out with all that. I hadn’t been mothered like this since I was a kid. Actually, not even then.

      “But what if something happens?”

      “Then it’s my duty to be there. I’m sure Commander Loftsdóttir has already discussed this with you.”

      She was taking my side in all this. For now.

      “Well, at least that four days of relative rest has improved your condition. The nanites have fixed your heart as much as it can be fixed. Just be careful, all right?”

      Gee, Doc, that’s a good idea. I wasn’t going to be careful until you mentioned it.

      I didn’t say that. He was just doing his job.

      “I will.”

      Sadly, I couldn’t be as careful as I wanted to be. We only had four mech suits, which I gave to myself and the other security people. The scientists and engineers had to go in combat suits. Not nearly as tough and a bit awkward, since they had been designed to fit other people’s bodies. I had ordered them to hang back in case of any trouble.

      We headed out, escorted by our three remaining fighters. The one Lieutenant Mabaso had been flying was still being repaired. Hell, it seemed like half the damn ship was being repaired.

      Foyle was leading the fighters. I couldn’t decide if I felt good or bad about that. While he was a damn good pilot, our conversation in the bar had left me rattled. Since then, we hadn’t talked outside of what was absolutely necessary for our duties. I had no idea what he thought of me.

      We approached the station, still not seeing any signs of life, and went to an airlock on the near side, visible from the Nansen. We needed to hook up the shuttle airlock to this one, because while the mech suits could stand a vacuum, the combat suits could not. Of course, our airlock and the Dri’kai airlock didn’t match up, but Iliescu had rigged up an expanding steel skirt that would seal with the side of the station, encompassing the airlock and allowing us to work on getting it open.

      The guy was a wonder. All you had to do was ask for something, and he could make it.

      So that’s what we did. The pilot eased the shuttle up to the side of the station and we deployed the skirt, its flexible edges conforming with the contours of the bulkhead around the station’s airlock. The pilot flipped a switch, an electromagnet turned on, and the edge clamped to the station, making an airtight seal. Once the green light went on indicating the interior was pressurized, we got into the shuttle airlock and closed the door behind us. Then a couple of engineers went to the station door and started scanning it. I stood by in a mech suit in case of trouble. There was no more room for anyone else.

      The mech suit was a hell of a fighting weapon. Made of ultralight alloy and powered by advanced hydraulics, it felt like a suit of medieval armor rather than a three-meter-tall killing machine. I’d never been issued with one in any of the wars—they were rare and expensive back on Earth—but I had been trained a bit in their use. I could jump, run, and fire a variety of weapons from the miniature arsenal on the forearms. It was equipped with heavy flechettes, grenades, and four small rockets. No tasers or tear gas. This was a military weapon, not police issue, and if I saw any Dri’kai I planned to kill them, not arrest them.

      The engineers scanned a panel by the side of the door. It had various buttons and switches, all written on with bright red symbols.

      “Looks a bit like cuneiform,” Qiang said, peeking over my shoulder from the entrance to the shuttle. He was suited up too, looking like some metal monster with a smiling Asian face peering through the visor.

      “Cunei-what?”

      “Cuneiform. It was the earliest type of writing used by the Mesopotamian—”

      “Can it.”

      “You have no culture, Mitch.”

      “I have plenty of culture.”

      “Beating people up and drinking Black Death doesn’t count as culture.”

      The engineers cut the front of the panel off with a rotary saw to reveal a maze of wiring. After staring at it a minute and talking to each other, they spliced a couple of wires …

      … and the airlock door opened.

      Immediately the sensors in my visor flashed, indicating the air was getting fouled by the gunk the Dri’kai breathed. It didn’t matter. My mech suit had six hours of oxygen. The combat suits had been fitted with oxygen tanks, so the rest of the team had four hours. Plenty of time.

      The Dri’kai airlock was empty. Nothing but a big blank room with a door and control panel opposite the one we had just opened.

      I turned to face the rest of the team crowded in the shuttle airlock. We were sealed off from the rest of the shuttle, just in case those parasite things could get airborne.

      “Qiang, Ivanova, you’re with me. Butler, you take up the rear.”

      My three security people got into position and we moved into the Dri’kai airlock.

      Iliescu’s voice came over the comm system. “The probe doesn’t indicate any activity inside the station.”

      “Good. So they either don’t know we’re here, or there’s no one inside,” I said.

      “No one alive, anyway,” the Romanian engineer said. “Be careful.”

      Why was everybody telling me to be careful today? Hadn’t our first visit to alien territory been a smashing success?

      The engineers repeated the process they had used on the first panel, keeping well to the side of the doorway as Qiang and I stood right in front of it, our mech suit weapons at the ready.

      The door hissed open. I sighted down my forearm, ready to launch whatever weapon I thought most appropriate. I didn’t think about my heartrate, or whether I should have insisted on getting that serum for this mission. I didn’t think of anything except getting my team through this.

      Focus. That’s what you had to do in the field.

      But there was nothing to focus on.

      The door opened onto what looked like a loading dock. Large metal crates were clamped to the floor in a high-ceilinged room that measured about twenty meters by forty. A door stood on the opposite wall. A strip of what looked like florescent lighting shone from the ceiling, putting everything in a dim light with a strange reddish tinge. I remembered that from the visuals the Dri’kai sent us. I figured it was the natural lighting of their planet.

      We entered, Qiang going low, me going high, Ivanova taking up the rear. Nothing was waiting for us around the side of the doorway.

      The rest of the team hung back, waiting for us to secure the area. We did that quick enough. No nasties hiding behind those crates. Each was labeled with that strange writing—a bunch of triangles, either long or stubby, with the occasional small dot or slash between them. We moved to the next door and it opened on our approach.

      We found ourselves in a corridor. Several doors lined each wall, the corridor itself ending in another door a good hundred yards ahead. So they segmented their space installations too. Watanabe was right, the same principles created similar technologies. You wanted to segment your ships and stations to isolate any compromises to the atmosphere. Every one of these doors looked like they could be sealed. It was the logical thing to do no matter what your species.

      The only real difference I saw was the odd light and that the corridor and doorways were much larger than our own. I hadn’t had a chance to look at the bodies the science folks had recovered, and the visuals I had seen had given no sense of perspective. Apparently the Dri’kai were a lot bigger than us.

      Looked like nasty motherfuckers too. I hoped we didn’t bump into any live ones.

      I tried one of the doors. It led to what looked like some sort of a workroom. Large cushioned seats were arranged in front of tables covered in what looked like touchscreens. We didn’t touch. I had given standing orders to everyone not to touch anything unless I said so.

      We checked every other room along that hallway. All were either workrooms or storage rooms, and one place that looked like a small lab with various tubes of chemical compounds.

      “This front portion is secure,” I said into my mic once we were done and training our guns at the next door. “Butler, bring them forward.”

      The scientific team moved, each man and woman carrying a flechette rifle with the safety on. They had all been trained in basic small arms as part of their orientation back in our own solar system. They weren’t warriors, though. I didn’t want them getting jumpy and shooting one another. Me, I was safe. They could have flattened flechettes against my mech armor all day if they wanted to and I could take a nap for all the danger they would put me in.

      We came across our first Dri’kai body in the next corridor. It lay on its face, a big hulking thing a good two and a half meters tall and as wide as a linebacker. It wore steel armor on its body, with spikes at the elbows and shoulders. Its head was like the one we had seen on the vid—smaller than the neck, with brown skin covered with large warts. It had the same bony ridge running from front to back over a bald, knobbly dome. Its eyes were closed, and the skin had patches of green discoloration I took to be putrefaction.

      “I don’t see any weapons,” Qiang said, keeping his forearm trained on the thing.

      “So why is it wearing armor?” I asked.

      “Perhaps that’s standard apparel,” one of the scientists suggested.

      “A warlike race, then,” Ivanova said with a nod. “Why else would they wear metal and spikes?”

      I nudged the thing with my foot. It was heavy, but did not resist the pressure of my toe.

      “What killed it?” I asked. “I don’t see any wounds.”

      “Can I approach?” one of the scientists asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, “and thanks for asking first. This is a high-risk mission. Remember that, everyone.”

      I hated taking civilians along on stuff like this. But sometimes you needed to.

      The scientist went up to the side of the body and with an extendible probe a good meter long, jabbed the thing and extracted a blood sample.

      “Neat trick,” I commented.

      “I’m not touching that thing,” she replied.

      She checked a readout on a panel at the end of the probe. “Nothing unusual that I can see, but then again I don’t know what I’m looking for. Strange makeup of the blood.”

      “Any trace of the parasite?” I asked her.

      “It doesn’t alter the blood. I’d have to drill into its head to check.”

      “I just did a sonic scan,” one of the engineers said. “That thing’s skull is a good two centimeters thick with a much higher bone density than our own. We’d need a bone saw.”

      “I could blast it,” Ivanova said. “Might be good to test how good our weapons are against one of these things.”

      “No. That would splatter Dri’kai brains all over the corridor. If it does have parasites, that would get them all over our suits.”

      “But the host is dead,” Ivanova said.

      “Yeah, the parasites die in a human host, but how do we know they die in a Dri’kai one?” I replied.

      Ivanova shrugged. Doing that in a mech suit made her look a bit like a piston in some giant factory machine.

      “Let’s keep going and see what else we can find,” I said.

      We moved out, keeping sharp and keeping formation.

      The station was circular, and we found ourselves in the main access corridor going around the circumference of the station. We found another couple of bodies. Once again there was no obvious cause of death and no weapons in sight. All the station functions were on automatic, with no obvious damage that we could see. Also, the atmosphere was the same as the one we had detected from the Dri’kai wrecks. There hadn’t been a problem with their air supply.

      So why were they all dead?

      Then we came to a larger door emblazoned with that same writing, although this time in large, luminescent green letters that glowed as bright as the ceiling lighting.

      “This looks important,” Qiang said.

      “You think?” I said. “Be careful, everyone.”

      We approached the door, and as with all the others it opened as it sensed us nearby.

      And that’s when we saw it.
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      It sat in the middle of what appeared to be a large meeting room. The room had a high domed ceiling lit in red, and low benches all around three sides. Strange geometric symbols took up the fourth wall, obviously different from the writing we had seen before. A different language? Decoration? Impossible to tell. On the other three walls, long strips of red cloth hung like banners, covered in writing.

      We saw little of this. We were too focused on what was sitting on the floor in the center of the room.

      It was a box, about a meter long and half as wide. It glowed golden, and was covered in intricate designs. I call it a box, but there seemed to be no lid, or handles.

      “Whoa,” one of the scientists said, moving toward it.

      “Stop,” I said, putting my arm out.

      “That’s something special,” the female scientist said in a voice nearly stilled with awe. “It doesn’t look Dri’kai. It looks like something from a more advanced technology. Far more advanced.”

      I’m not sure how she could tell that simply by looking at it, but I got that impression too. It was beautiful, and looked out of place in this austere setting.

      The scientists and engineers took out their gizmos and began scanning it from the doorway. I didn’t let them get any closer, although they all wanted to. The oohs and aahs I heard from them told me we had struck the jackpot, though.

      “Incredible! I never thought I’d ever see a design so advanced,” one of the engineers said.

      “It’s from a culture that’s centuries ahead of our own, or even the Dri’kai,” a scientist added.

      “We have to bring it back,” another said.

      “You’re right, it’s a goldmine.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      They all looked at each other for a moment, baffled.

      “We’re not sure, but it’s an example of incredible technology that will put the human race on a path of unprecedented advancement.”

      “Sounds like something we need right now, considering the neighborhood we’ve found ourselves in,” I conceded. “Is it dangerous? Did it kill the Dri’kai?”

      “It’s not a weapon,” one scientist said, shaking his head.

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked.

      “No obvious delivery system, and there are no Dri’kai bodies in here. Plus it hasn’t attacked us. Can we take some closer scans?”

      I thought a moment, then said, “Sure. Look but don’t touch.”

      They crowded around the thing like groupies around a rock star, taking every conceivable scan. Butler and Ivanova stood sentinel at the door while Qiang and I kept a close eye on the box. After a minute, one of the engineers came up to me.

      “It’s safe. We checked and rechecked. From what we can tell it’s a sort of depository of technology. Contained within it are samples of numerous different advanced alloys and different networks of quantum computers and advanced circuitry. It doesn’t actually do anything, but gives examples of certain advanced techniques that could have hundreds of applications.”

      “Sort of a museum of high tech?” Qiang asked.

      The engineer’s face lit up. “Exactly.”

      I looked at the box again. What were the Dri’kai doing with it? How had they found it? And what had happened to the crew here? This room had an almost religious air. Was this some sort of artifact they had found and were worshipping? Considering the potential this device had, you would think it would be in an advanced lab back on the Dri’kai home world, wherever that was. Or maybe the crew had just found it and hadn’t had time to move it.

      That still didn’t explain why it wasn’t in a lab. The Dri’kai must have scanned it. They must have known its potential.

      Maybe that’s why they were worshipping it.

      “Okay,” I said at last. “We’ll take it along. But first we need to find the command deck and retrieve some sort of computer records. Maybe we can figure out what went wrong here.”

      Getting those techies out of the room and away from the box was like yanking a group of kids out of a fun fair. When I finally got them down the hall, they grew professional again.

      We found the command deck right in the center of the station. A viewscreen showed the shuttle and the three fighters immobile next to the airlock through which we had entered. Several Dri’kai bodies littered the floor or slumped in chairs. A computer whiz we had brought along found the central computer easily enough, but had no idea how to access it. Turns out he hadn’t learned Dri’kai in college. So much for higher education. In the end he found the CPU and memory chips and removed the whole thing.

      We then located a small armory and grabbed a few things that looked like rifles, pistols, and explosives. Could come in handy.

      Unsure what else we could do there, we returned to fetch the box and went back to the shuttle.

      We were kept in strict quarantine. The shuttle crew were sealed off in the pilots’ compartment. When we got back to the Nansen, part of the shuttle deck had been sealed off for quarantine too.

      There wasn’t enough room for everyone to get off at once, so I let the techies go first. Qiang, Butler, Ivanova, and I remained in our mech suits. We took up almost as much space as the rest of them together. Besides, they were eager to get cracking on that museum of miracles they had found. That was a more important job than the four of us had at the moment. The word from the command deck was that there was still no sign of any nearby ships.

      Every person in the science and engineering team, plus their equipment and the mystery box and the computer core they had retrieved, was given an intense scan for anything that might be harmful. Once they got the green light and hurried off to the lab, we clanked out and got the same treatment. After a few minutes we were given the all clear and stowed our mechs. The Dri’kai arsenal was secured in a nearly invulnerable strongbox. We’d analyze that stuff later.

      I went to the security center to check on my prisoners and write my report.

      The two Biospherists were still uncommunicative and looked to stay that way. Not wasting much time with them, I settled at a work station to write up everything that had happened. Being some 500 light years from Earth on a mission to colonize a new world hadn’t saved anyone from doing paperwork. In fact, it had made it worse.

      To ease the boredom, I logged onto the camera filming the techies in the main science lab checking out that weird box. As I typed, I glanced up at the screen every now and then to see what was going on.

      When I was in the army, sometimes the top brass would come to one of the central bases and give us all a big speech. More often they did it via satellite uplink. Safer that way. They always said how proud they were of us and what a good job we were doing and how we were privileged to be seeing “history in the making.”

      I never saw any history in the making in my two tours of duty. I just saw dead bodies, frightened civilians, and bad food. Oh, and the slow decline of the Global Government because it couldn’t keep its promises to pull the world back from the brink. I never saw anything that would end up in the history books.

      But when I saw a strange movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up at the screen, I saw a moment that changed everything—for the human race, for the Dri’kai, for the whole damn galaxy.

      I didn’t know that at the time. All I knew was that the techies were acting weird.

      A whole crowd of them were in the main lab, all scanning the box and making notes and staring at it, when suddenly, as if on cue, they all put down what they were holding and moved to the box, placing their hands on it. There were so many people gathered around that they were crushed together. Some in the back had to reach over the shoulders of those in front and were only able to get one hand on it.

      A moment later they all flinched, all at the same time. Then they removed their hands and I saw each had a drop of blood on the palms.

      And where they had been touching, needles were sticking out of the box.

      I was on my feet in an instant, hitting the comm button.

      “Calling all security personnel, we have an emergency situation in the main science lab. Seal off the area and do not let any of the science team leave!”

      Too late. The engineers and scientists were already pouring out the door.

      I switched to a camera showing the corridor outside the lab. The security guard on duty there had put a hand to his earpiece, having heard my announcement. He had just turned to block the door, reaching for the taser all security carried, when he was literally overrun by the crowd coming out.

      The guy didn’t stand a chance. Several of them covered him, sinking their teeth into his flesh.

      Just like the Aurigans had with our shore party.

      Just as our shore party had tried to do with us.

      I hit the general announcement button on the comm system.

      “Attention all personnel, the parasite is loose on the ship. Security, team up and use your tasers to subdue anyone you see. All other personnel, lock yourselves in the room you are in and do not move until you are instructed otherwise.”

      It was only after I made the announcement that I realized I hadn’t heard it on the speaker in the next room.

      I keyed the button and repeated the message, stopping after the first few words because no sound came.

      What a time for the bug to hit the general call button!

      The security comm link was a different system. That was still up. I jabbed the button as the men in my office gathered around.

      “All security personnel, the parasite is loose on the ship. It has been released from the main scientific lab. Converge on that spot. Team up and use your tasers to subdue anyone you see. If you are close to the main security office, come here for further instruction.”

      I whirled on the men behind me. Qiang was not among them. He had been off duty. My heart thudded dangerously in my chest.

      “Gear up in the combat suits. Grab your tasers and some stun grenades. Sling a flechette rifle across your back but only use it on my direct orders. We’re moving out in three minutes.”

      There was a general rush to the suiting up area, each man and woman having their personal suit. Those suits had protected us down on the Aurigan planet, so anyone in them would be safe.

      Sadly, there were only five of us in the security office, including me.

      I grabbed my combat suit, unzipped it, and was just stepping into it when the world spun. I stumbled to the side, my foot tangling in the suit, and would have fallen if the woman suiting up next to me hadn’t caught me.

      “Are you all right, sir?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” The words came out faint.

      To keep from embarrassing myself again, I sat on the bench as I went through the familiar motions of putting on my suit. The world was still rocking and the light had grown dim. Damn, this was the last thing I needed now.

      Everyone got suited up way before I did. By then my head had sorted itself out a bit. I stood, none too steadily, and looked at the woman I’d fallen on. Corporal Chen. Short, stocky, strong, good shot. Level headed too. Could probably be trusted to keep a secret.

      “All right team, head for the science lab”—that was unfortunately three decks away, and the elevators were still out. “Tase anyone you see who looks or acts strange. Tell anyone else to get inside and lock the door behind them. Chen, you’re with me. We have to … inform … medical.”

      My men rushed out of the room, Corporal Chen and I taking up the rear. Medical, at least, was closer.

      I only hoped it would be close enough for me to make it there on my own two feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      The security comm link was alive with news. The infected science team had already spread over much of the deck where the lab was and were reported on the decks above and below. I heard one guy trying to stop them at an intersection, firing his taser as fast as he could.

      “You gotta have it on the highest nonlethal setting or it doesn’t do shit. Even then it—”

      That’s the last we heard of him.

      The command deck always had a pair of security guards present so our message had been relayed there. Of the high command, only Commander Loftsdóttir and Chief Engineer Iliescu were present.

      Iliescu got on the comm with me. “We’ve sealed off the command deck. The general comm link is out, as are most direct links. The only people we can speak to are the engine room and the mess hall. They’ve been informed and have sealed off their areas.”

      Well, at least we still had control of the engines. Oh, and we’d all have a decent supply of bad coffee as we got overrun by parasite-ridden crewmates. Wonderful. Just fucking great.

      I stumbled along the corridor, trying to hurry to medical without falling flat on my face. We shouted a warning to anyone we met in the corridor. Doors shut behind us. As we told one woman wearing a technician’s jumpsuit who was just coming out of her quarters, she nodded, leaped back inside and closed the door.

      It opened a second later.

      Oh great, that bug with the doors was still going on. And it overrode the locks.

      “Try to fix that,” I said lamely.

      We kept going.

      Corporal Chen and I stumbled into medical—or more accurately I stumbled into medical with Corporal Chen holding me up and asking what was wrong—and told the security guard on duty to lock the door, which thankfully stayed locked. Dr. Stark came rushing up.

      “But we almost have a cure!”

      “Turn ‘almost’ into ‘do’ pretty damn quick, Doc, or you’re going to have several hundred patients gnawing at your neck. In the meantime, give me some of that serum.”

      “It might kill you.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before.”

      He paused, just for a second, and nodded. “Right.”

      He ran off.

      “What’s going on? What serum?” Corporal Chen asked as I plunked down on the nearest examination table and removed my helmet.

      “I screwed up my heart taking a stim right after waking up from stasis. I should be lounging on a beach in Mexico, not doing this shit. Doc has a serum that keeps me going in times like this, but it comes at a cost. Oh, and if you tell a soul about this, I’ll have you scrubbing toilets from here to Terra Nova.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Dr. Stark returned and jabbed me in the neck, the only skin that was showing besides my face. I clicked the helmet back on.

      “Thanks, Doc. What’s the deal with the cure?”

      “We’ve found that the parasite has a sensitivity to certain ultra low frequency signals on the radio spectrum. They get quite agitated when subjected to anything between 400 and 550 hertz.”

      “I thought getting them agitated killed the patient.”

      Dr. Stark hung his head. “We lost Assistant Geologist Pilipenko because we used the wrong frequency. But we managed to extract the parasites from his brain without killing them, and have separated them into different secured test areas to try various frequencies on them until we find one that kills them instantly.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “It’s hard to say.”

      “Hard to say? Doc, the whole ship’s going crazy!”

      While we had been having this scientific discussion, the comm unit in my helmet had been full of bad news. The infected had spread over most of three decks. Some security personnel had managed to seal off the entire tower on which the command center was located by welding the doors shut. They had done the same with sections of several other decks, but a good two-thirds of the ship had already been compromised. The ship was too large, and my team too small and scattered, to seal off everything.

      I had no idea how many people in the compromised sections were now infected, or were hiding out hoping to get saved.

      My thudding heart eased and my head cleared. The serum had kicked in.

      “We hope to have a cure within a few hours,” Dr. Stark said.

      “You hope? How about you promise?”

      Dr. Stark shook his head. “No, we only get hope. Hope is all we ever get.”

      I stood and turned to Corporal Chen. “Ready?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Doc, bar this door once we go out. You already have a security man here. Make sure he makes it plenty secure so that it doesn’t pop open on its own. Pile up furniture if you have to. Do not let any other patients in, you hear? No matter how badly hurt or how high ranking they are. Your work on a cure is more important than treating the injured.”

      “I know,” the doctor said, looking grim.

      Corporal Chen, who had been monitoring the comm more closely than I was, said, “Sir, the infected are on the aft staircase one level down. Some security guys, unarmored, and a few crew are trying to hold them off.”

      “Let’s roll.”

      We ran for the aft staircase as fast we our suits could take us, which thanks to the enhancers woven into the fabric was about twice as fast as a normal person. Even so, when we got there it was pretty much over. Circling down the stairs from the level above, I could hear screams and repeated taser fire, then the taser stopped and all I heard was thuds, grunts, and cries of pain.

      We got down there just as the last defenders broke.

      A mechanic came running up the stairs, a bloody wrench in his hand. Right behind him came a technician, backing up as he smacked at a heaving crowd of the infected with a chair.

      He didn’t need to. None were going for him. Then I saw what he was trying to do. The ones in front were busy piling on a second technician who had just fallen and was desperately crawling up the stairs. The guy was trying to save his buddy.

      Too late. He was already covered in blood. In a moment, I knew, he would rise and join the crowd.

      There were about thirty of them that I could see, and probably more rushing up the stairwell.

      No time for tasers. But if I lobbed a stun grenade into the midst of this crowd, half of them would end up deaf or with broken bones. Some would probably break their neck like that Biospherist I’d pulled the same trick on.

      I wasn’t dealing with terrorists this time, but my innocent crewmates.

      And that was going to make this fight a hell of a lot harder.

      So Corporal Chen and I opened up with our tasers, knowing we couldn’t fire fast enough to keep the horde off of us.

      We tried, though, firing as fast as we could. Pulses of electricity shot out of the barrels, hitting the crew and causing them to convulse and drop. I’d read somewhere that the first tasers actually shot out little wires that stuck into the target’s body to complete the circuit. No way we could have used such primitive weaponry in this situation. How could you tase a whole crowd that way?

      Not that we could either. There were too many, too hyped up, and too close.

      As each one went down, the others scrambled over them to get at us. It ended up a big, crawling, screeching mass slowly advancing up the stairs. I heard the snap of bones and saw blood spattered from broken noses as more than one of them did a face plant on the steel steps. My plan of not hurting my crewmates wasn’t working out too well.

      Corporal Chen stood right there beside me to the last. She didn’t budge, she didn’t falter, and she didn’t stop firing until that tide of mind-controlled people, pumped up on adrenaline, crawled over each other’s bodies and took us down.

      And then it was a blind, crazy melee on the floor. The combat suit has mechanical enhancers to make you stronger and quicker, but those aren’t much good when you’re at the bottom of a pile-on of a couple of dozen people you don’t want to hurt.

      I aimed for the joints. Elbows and knees. Trying to hit hard enough that the pain would make them recoil, not hard enough to break them. You have to pull your punches in a combat suit if you don’t actually want to cause grievous bodily harm. Even my light hits should have incapacitated them, but the people attacking me didn’t seem to feel pain.

      I changed my tactic and simply shoved them off. It was easy enough, except that didn’t work either. I’d push one away, the man or woman tumbling over the heap of people, or slamming against the wall hard enough to make me wince in sympathy, and they’d get replaced by five others. I couldn’t see Corporal Chen and had no idea how she was doing. No doubt the same.

      I could feel them gnawing at the tough fabric of the combat suit, trying to get inside. They couldn’t hurt me, and I couldn’t stop them.

      Which meant they would win. If I couldn’t stem the tide, the whole ship would be lost. They’d take over the vulnerable areas, and eventually break through to the sealed-off decks. It was only a matter of time.

      A spurt of blood sprayed across my visor, blocking my vision. I didn’t have a chance to wipe it off because I was struggling with two opponents at the same time while being weighed down by at least three more. Another spurt of blood covered more of my visor and one of the infected I was fighting fell as a dead weight on me.

      I shook the body off long enough to wipe my visor and get a look at what was going on. The mechanic stood above me, smacking at heads with his heavy wrench.

      Fucking hell. Here I was trying to save lives and he was taking them?

      Still, he got me to my feet, a service I rewarded by grabbing a stun grenade from my belt and tossing it over the heads of the surging mass.

      The detonation knocked down me and everyone else. I wasn’t stunned, of course, my combat suit took care of that, but no amount of armor was going to stop the laws of physics. I ended up flat on my back with a heap of unconscious crewmates on top of me.

      I dug myself out. Beside me, Corporal Chen was doing the same thing. As we got to our feet, I surveyed the damage.

      Everyone was unconscious, lying in a tangled mass. I saw several broken bones and at least one broken neck. The mechanic who had been trying to save me was wrapped around the bannister, his back bent far too much the wrong way.

      Damn. I had wanted to avoid this. But if I was going to stop this from spreading, some people were going to get hurt.

      We moved back up the stairs to the next level, found a meeting room, and carried the tables and chairs over to the stairwell and blocked it with them. With the help of the combat suits it didn’t take much time. I hoped it would take longer with the infected. They were strong, but not terribly coordinated, and generally took the path of least resistance. We also closed and locked the door leading to the stairs, although the way the computer was acting up, that was a roll of the dice.

      There were three more staircases—one on either side amidships, and one near the prow. If we could seal them all in time, we might be able to stop the parasite from spreading up to this deck and the rest of the upper part of the ship.

      I sent Corporal Chen to starboard while I took port. After that, we’d meet at the prow. The plan was to lock the doors and then go back and barricade them properly. We had to hope the doors didn’t pop open on their own in the meantime.

      What was that the doctor had said? Something about hope being all we ever get?

      Chatter was still coming over the security comm link. From what I could make out, the parasite hadn’t risen to our deck. We had a chance. The lower decks were getting slaughtered, though. One by one, my security people were going silent. And I hadn’t heard a thing from Qiang. That got me worried. I also hadn’t heard from the team I’d sent down to deal with the science lab. That got me worried too.

      I shoved that feeling aside and focused on the job.

      By now word had spread, and I saw virtually no one in the corridors, just a few panicky strays hoping to find safety. Good luck with that. I told each of them as I passed to get into the nearest room with furniture, close and lock the door, and then set up a barricade. After that, hiding in a closet was a good option.

      I made it to the port staircase and found it abandoned. Only faint sounds of running feet came from below. No voices. Anyone still with their senses down there was in hiding.

      Locking the door to the stairs, I sprinted toward the staircase in the prow. When I was halfway there, a message from Corporal Chen came in.

      “I’ve locked the starboard staircase, sir.”

      “What took you so long?”

      “A couple of infected had made it up. I tased both of them and dumped them on the staircase. Then I did a quick check to make sure no more had gotten up.”

      “How can you be sure you spotted all of them?”

      “I can’t, sir, but I shouted at the top of my lungs in the hopes of attracting them. All I found was a junior computer technician who had shit his pants.”

      “Tell him to hide in the bathroom. Now get over here.”

      I made it to the fore staircase just in time to see half a dozen people coming up. Their twisted faces and immediate charge in my direction told me all I needed to know.

      They went down with a series of quick shots, and I rushed to the stairwell to check it was clear. One woman was just coming around the bend in the stairs. After I took care of her, I started dragging my stunned crewmates to it. I didn’t know how long the taser would work on these folks. My guess was not very long.

      My guess proved right as I ran back to grab the fourth of six limp bodies. As I grabbed the woman’s leg, she gave a sudden jerk. I leaped back with a shout. Yeah, I got startled. Sue me.

      She got to her feet, none too quickly. I pushed her down as gently as I could, drew my taser, and zapped her again. Then I double-tapped her two friends just to be on the safe side.

      Corporal Chen ran around the corner.

      “Grab one of them,” I told her. “We need to get that door secured pronto.”

      She grabbed two of them, one in each hand, and started dragging them along. The enhancers in the suit allow you to pull that off.

      I blinked. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

      Together we got the three remaining people to the other side of the door, tased one of the others who was just rising, tased three more coming up the stairs, and then closed and locked the door.

      I let out a deep breath and turned to Corporal Chen.

      “Okay, let’s find something to barricade this with and then—”

      My words got cut off by a loud beep on my security comm. It was the emergency override signal that blocked out all other communication to let through vital messages.

      Commander Loftsdóttir came on the line.

      “We’ve detected two incoming vessels. They’re coming straight for us.”
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      I almost had a heart attack at that point, serum or no serum.

      “Estimated time of arrival?” I squeaked. Actually squeaked. I kept embarrassing myself in front of Corporal Chen. If we survived this, I’d either have to promote her or space her. Those were the only two ways to keep her quiet.

      “They’re faster than previous models we have seen,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “And they came from a direction of a star cluster behind them to mask their approach. We didn’t detect them until just now. We estimate they’ll be here in half an hour.”

      “Half an hour?” For fuck’s sake.

      “Maybe they’re not Dri’kai?” Corporal Chen suggested.

      “Even if they’re not, their maneuver shows they aren’t friendly. Commander, what are your orders?”

      “We can’t outrun ships of that speed. We’re heading for the asteroid belt in the hopes that we can hide out there.”

      “Do we still have control of the fighter bay?” I asked.

      “Yes. Executive Officer Foyle was down there with a team working on simulations when the parasite broke out. They’ve secured the area.”

      “Any other qualified pilots down there?”

      “No. Qiang is missing and you are several decks away.”

      “All right,” I said, taking a deep breath to let my thoughts take form. “Make sure the Dri’kai see where you’re going. When they drop out of warp, they’ll have about thirty seconds before they recover. Have Foyle go out and disable their engines.”

      Iliescu cut in. “Good idea! I can operate the attack drones remotely. We only have seven built so far but I can send them to the shuttle bay on their own power and launch them. They’ll help.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said.

      A pretty weak plan. One overconfident pilot and seven drones against two ships? We were getting pretty fucking desperate. And if they were smart, the Dri’kai would drop out of warp well out of range of our weapons and come at us on impulse once they had recovered.

      Not my problem. Well, actually it was everyone’s problem, but it wasn’t my responsibility. I had other things to do at the moment.

      I found a blowtorch left behind by some fleeing mechanic and used that to seal the fore staircase. Then we hurried to the port staircase and gave it the same treatment. Not much, just a few quick blasts to weld about a centimeter of the seam. That’s all it took to stop the door from opening on its own, and there was no way that the crazed crew below could bust it open, parasite or no parasite. Plus, I wanted to be able to cut it back open quickly if need be.

      Next we ran for the starboard staircase along a main corridor that ran from one side of the ship to the other. As we did, one of the doors popped open.

      We swiveled, and the two of us nearly tased some poor bastard hiding behind a desk before we realized he was all right.

      We told him to use that desk as a barricade and not a hiding place and kept going.

      I should have taken that door opening as a sign.

      The starboard stairwell still wasn’t in sight when we started to hear them—a roaring crowd accompanied by the sound of running feet. I grabbed another stun grenade, my gut wrenching at the thought that I might kill or main several more of my crewmates. But what choice did I have?

      As they rounded the corner, I tossed the grenade at the front of the crowd. At least this time it wasn’t as jam-packed, and there weren’t stairs or metal bannisters to fall on.

      Still, it wasn’t pretty.

      The infected crewmen flew back in a ripple effect that would have been comical if they had been enemies. One guy near the front head butted the woman behind, opening up her temple. Another cracked his head on a comm link that jutted a bit out of the wall.

      But they all went down, and stayed down. A few more, shielded from the worst of the blast by the turn in the corridor, came around the corner, stumbling from the indirect blast they had received. Corporal Chen took care of them with her taser.

      “How are we going to clean this up?” she asked. There were too many to haul back to the staircase. At least not in a hurry, and we were in plenty of a hurry.

      The sound of running feet echoed down the corridor.

      “Shit. There’s more of them,” I said.

      Corporal Chen gestured at the mess on the floor. “What about them? If we leave them too long, they’ll just get back up and cause more trouble.”

      Good point.

      “You got zip restrainers?” I asked.

      She patted a bag hanging from her belt. “A hundred pack.”

      Zip restrainers were simple plastic strips that you could loop around someone’s wrists behind their back and lock into place. Standard issue among security personnel, but not something usually attached to a combat suit. Corporal Chen went up another notch in my estimation.

      “Zip ‘em. And then come help me.”

      She looked at them doubtfully. “Won’t they hurt themselves trying to get out of them?”

      “Not if they don’t see any uninfected. The reason they’ve been rampaging through the ship is they keep finding new hosts. Remember how the Aurigan villagers behaved when they thought they were alone? Haul them into that room over there.”

      She nodded. I was already leaving.

      Corporal Chen was doing well. I reminded myself to promote her if she survived all this. If I survived all this.

      If anyone survived all this.

      Commander Loftsdóttir’s voice came over the comm link.

      “We’ve made it to the—”

      I tased a crewman who came around the corner.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “We’ve made it to the asteroid belt.”

      “Already?”

      “We went into warp.”

      I hadn’t felt that. Maybe that happened when I was getting my ass kicked by a bunch of parasite-ridden colleagues. I hadn’t felt us come out either.

      “Are we still in warp?”

      “Yes, we’re skirting the edge of the belt hoping to draw the Dri’kai in close.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” I asked.

      “Exceedingly!” Iliescu cut in. I got the impression that he had been on the losing side of an argument.

      “They’re catching up to us,” Commander Loftsdóttir continued. “With any luck they’ll think we’re panicking and making a run for it. Just as they get close, we’ll drop out of warp and make for the nearest big asteroid as if we’re going to try to hide or make a stand. Then they’ll drop out of warp and we’ll give them our surprise.”

      For reasons of physics, you can’t fire or launch a shuttle from warp. It’s the same thing that keeps you from having faster than light communications. The light speed of the transmission doesn’t get added to the faster than light speed of the ship. I’m not sure a radio transmission can even get out of the warp field in the first place. So the Dri’kai would have to drop out of warp to destroy us, and the commander was banking on their numerical superiority and better weaponry making them incautious. It could work.

      Or it could get us all killed.

      Another infected crewman came around the corner. I tased her.

      Enough of this sitting around. I went to the starboard staircase, tasing a couple more on the way, and welded the door shut. The welder made a loud hiss that brought more of the parasite-controlled crew running. Luckily the door was in a nice open stretch of corridor that allowed me plenty of warning and a good field of fire.

      Corporal Chen came running up.

      “Is this deck secure now?” she asked.

      “No idea. Let’s go check.”

      Iliescu got on the comm. “Commander Ayers. Where are you?”

      He sounded worried. Actually no, he sounded somewhere between frantic and panicked.

      “Main starboard staircase, deck five.”

      “There’s a programming bay just twenty meters to your left. Go to it and log in.”

      “Why?” I was already moving.

      “You have better combat reactions than anyone on the command deck. I want you to pilot the drones.”

      “I’ve never been trained in that.”

      “And I’ve never been trained in ship-to-ship combat. And these ships look seriously scary.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We took a moment to zip tie the crew lying around the immediate area, then ran to the programming center. It was a simple annex off the corridor and didn’t even have a door, just a doorway. We had several of these throughout the ship, used for the convenience of the crew if they needed to pop onto a touchscreen to access something for a minute.

      Just as I entered, a man jumped around from the side of the doorway and pressed a metal rod against my chest. I felt a tingle of electricity that prickled my skin and put my hair on end.

      Damn, if I hadn’t been wearing my combat suit, it would have been heart attack time for sure.

      The guy wore the red jumpsuit of a technician with a shoulder badge showing him to be an Engineer Second Class.

      If he had been an Engineer First Class, I would have probably been dead.

      “Do you mind?” I asked.

      His eyes went wide. “Oh, sorry!”

      “What is that thing?”

      He held up a rod attached to a portable battery and a few wires. A switch was taped to the top of it.

      “Homemade taser. I found the materials in an engineering lab just down the hallway.”

      “Turn down the juice. You’ll kill someone with that thing.”

      He fiddled with it. “Done.”

      “Why aren’t you hiding in a room?”

      He indicated one of the touchscreens showing software data about the ship’s core. “I was trying to fix the bug with the doors. Keep people safe wherever they’re hiding. No luck.”

      Resourceful guy. Even in a crisis, when any person’s instinct was to find the safest spot, he had sat in an exposed computer bay trying to help his shipmates. Like I said, the Nansen only took the best.

      I pointed to the doorway. “Guard this. Corporal Chen, you too.”

      I surveyed the computer bay—a simple line of touchscreens and a row of seats. Iliescu was kind enough to turn one on remotely and patch in the specs and cameras of the seven attack drones we had at our disposal. The engineer and Corporal Chen waited on either side of the doorway. She had a taser in one hand and a stun grenade in the other.

      I focused on the screen, knowing my back was secure for the moment. That’s a good feeling, one of the few good feelings you get from the military. In civilian life, people are shifty. Everyone acts sympathetic but you never know who your real friends are until there’s a crisis. Even when a crisis hits, most people aren’t in a position to help, so you still don’t get to know their true character. Life in a combat zone is nothing but a constant series of crises. You get to know people’s true selves pretty damn quick.

      The woman guarding my back could be relied upon. So could the man, although he was less capable. Neither would break. I knew that.

      When the cameras came on, I saw that Iliescu wasn’t being panicky at all. He was actually being fairly calm about the whole “about to get blown out of the sky” thing.

      The pair of looming monstrosities that filled my screen would have given me a heart attack if it wasn’t for the serum coursing through my veins.
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      The ships looked like a pair of giant needles—long and thin and studded with turrets. Several portholes all around them promised plenty of torpedoes and missiles. They were bearing down on us fast, the strange golden shimmer of their warp fields encasing them.

      “You sure they’re Dri’kai?” I asked.

      “They just hailed us in that language,” the chief engineer replied.

      Great. That last little bit of hope gone. For some reason I had been fantasizing that the ships were from the Dri’kai’s mortal enemies and they had come to pin medals on our chests. Wouldn’t that have been nice?

      I scanned around and jumped a little in my seat when I saw how close the asteroid belt was, and how dense it was. The asteroid belt in our own solar system didn’t look much like a belt at all. If you were in it, you were lucky if you saw more than two or three asteroids within visual range. In astronomical terms, that’s pretty dense, but not exactly something to worry about if you were on impulse power. This asteroid belt, on the other hand, looked more like the rings of Saturn. Chunks of dead planet moved silently through the night—some as big as our ship, some as big as one of our shuttles, and countless little rocks and flakes. Those must have been some pretty big planets that busted up, and the commander must have chosen the densest part to go play cat and mouse in.

      She was heading us into what looked like the worst bit—a big, irregular chunk of stone looking like a Nansen-sized potato with a few bites out of it floated with a score of smaller, but still huge, satellites. A whole bunch of other, smaller asteroids surrounded this in a diffuse cloud.

      With us going at warp speed, even the mid-sized ones were big enough to crack the Nansen open like an eggshell. We still had the anti-meteor plates on the prow, but those wouldn’t do shit against anything that big. When we had been in stasis, our autopilot had swerved us around hundreds, if not thousands of dangers of that kind, and it had had a lot more room to maneuver in the depths of interplanetary space.

      I felt the tug and slight disorientation as we dropped out of warp.

      Commander Loftsdóttir had timed it perfectly. Suddenly the scene slowed, and on impulse power we swept around the main asteroid, dodging its smaller satellites.

      The Dri’kai ships dropped out of warp too. Perfect.

      The cameras switched to the attack drones launching out of the shuttle bay. I was taking point with four drones, and Iliescu brought up the rear with three more. He might have been right about not being as good as me, but controlling seven drones was too much for anyone, no matter how much experience in ship-to-ship combat I had.

      The drones swarmed out of the shuttle bay. Off to my left, about a third of the way along the length of the Nansen, I saw the flare of Foyle’s thrusters as he shot out of the fighter bay.

      The twin Dri’kai warships hung in the air behind us, immobile and apparently lifeless.

      “Okay, people,” Foyle said. “We got thirty seconds max. Let’s look lively.”

      Yeah, yeah. We know. Thanks for the useless advice.

      Time to reassert my authority. “Foyle, take the one on the left. We’ll take the one on the right. We hit the engines and get out of here. We are not destroying them.”

      “What the hell? Why not?” Foyle objected.

      “Because we don’t have the time, and because I’m not sure they’re enemies.”

      Those parasites had come from non-Dri’kai technology. That had got me wondering.

      “But—”

      “We hit the engines and run.”

      There was no more time for talk. As the Nansen disappeared around the asteroid, unable to support us with its turrets or torpedoes because the majority of her crew was infected or hiding, we hurtled toward our targets. The chief engineer had pulled the same trick he had with the gas giant moon, landing a communication relay satellite on a metallic asteroid to keep us in touch with the drones. That was all the Nansen could do for us.

      And then we saw that we hadn’t laid a trap, they had.

      A swarm of small, silvery objects issued out of both ships. I hit the magnification and saw they were metal disks about two meters in diameter with a slug thrower on the front and thrusters all around.

      They must have been on some sort of autopilot backed by an AI. We could probably handle them. The problem was, there was no way to handle them and get at the Dri’kai engines before the Dri’kai woke up.

      And that was exactly their purpose. They figured we had found their weakness, but they knew we were strangers here and didn’t know their line of defense to compensate for it.

      “This changes nothing!” I shouted into my comm.

      It was true. We had our backs against the wall. Either this worked or we died.

      So Foyle went after his target and Iliescu and I went after our own.

      We had time for only one strategy—punch through the drones and head straight for the main ships.

      The artificial intelligence running the Dri’kai drones had figured this out too, and deployed the drones accordingly. A dense cluster lay right in our path, surrounded by a halo of more drones to fire at us from all sides as we came in. Wouldn’t that be fun?

      At least I wasn’t physically out there like Foyle was.

      Actually, I realized with a slight wrench to the pit of my stomach, that didn’t matter. If we failed, all I’d get was a few seconds more of life than Foyle.

      Iliescu and I spread out the drones as much as we could while still covering each other and went at the Dri’kai drones at maximum speed. The opposing drones moved for us much more slowly, either from lack of engine power or a desire to stick close to the mother ships I wasn’t sure.

      Then they opened fire.

      All of them, all at once.

      The space around our drones filled with slugs. Two of my drones and one of Iliescu’s registered hits immediately, but the engineer had built them tough and they kept going in, flying an avoidance pattern as much as we could.

      We waited until the last minute to fire, and then let them have it with the flechettes.

      Turned out their drones were much less robust than our own. They practically shredded as we raked them with fire. We kept it up, sending burst after burst through the dense cluster that stood in our way. One of my drones spun wildly from a hit before recovering. Another went dead as it got hit by a heavy burst at close range. Then I lost a second one. Iliescu shouted something in Romanian that sounded like a swear word as he lost one.

      Great. We were down to four drones and one overconfident asshole.

      Did we still have the overconfident asshole? I spared half a second to check. Yes, he was weaving through the cloud of Dri’kai drones with incredible agility, taking out several on the way.

      Hostile fire continued, the Dri’kai drones turning and chasing us. Red readouts glared from the margins of my screen, warning that both my drones had taken light hits and were working on reduced capacity.

      I didn’t see how Iliescu was faring. I didn’t have the time.

      And then we were on the Dri’kai ships with only seconds to spare.

      Every turret on the ship swiveled in our direction.

      “They’re awake!” Foyle shouted.

      “It’s the AI,” Iliescu replied, sounding calmer than the seasoned fighter pilot.

      And it was. The turrets raked the skies with slugs, but their fire wasn’t up to the accuracy of a sentient gunner. Despite so many advances in computer technology, gut instinct makes a far better warrior than any software. Sure, an AI can target better, but when it comes to knowing your enemy and figuring out what he’ll do next, nothing is better than a human being.

      Or a Dri’kai.

      We banked and swerved, dodging the bullets. A readout informed me both Foyle’s fighter and one of Iliescu’s drones took glancing blows. Nothing fatal.

      Both my drones went for the rear engine. It loomed before me, a huge tailpipe surrounded by smaller stabilizing boosters.

      I went for the main one, my drones firing both their micromissiles and following with a stream of flechettes.

      I was rewarded with both my screens going blank.

      “What ha—”

      My question was cut off when Iliescu patched in his visuals to my own. His drones, a little further back, had survived the blast. I had hit right on target, and the explosion had taken out a big chunk of the Dri’kai ship before its emergency systems could control the damage.

      I gritted my teeth as the scene changed and Iliescu turned to flee. I hoped that didn’t kill too many on board. I had a feeling we shouldn’t be fighting these people.

      People? Yes, people.

      People who had now woken up and were doing their best to destroy us.

      A hail of fire came from the Dri’kai ship. One of Iliescu’s drones got obliterated by concentrated fire. The other took a hard blow and went spinning away.

      I switched to Foyle’s camera and found him in a heap of trouble. He was dodging ship fire and some pursuing drones so fast that I couldn’t see if he had hit or not. Since he was still in the vicinity of the ship, I was guessing not.

      He took out a couple of drones and banked back to make another run. His fighter lurched to the side as three turrets concentrated their fire on him, and in dodging that nearly ran into a missile.

      Then his screen blurred in a sheet of static. When it came back on line, the view was spinning, the readout saying the navigational system had been hit as well as several subsidiary systems. He was dead in the water.

      But not dead. The turrets stopped firing at him. The drones turned away. And I saw the rear boosters of the Dri’kai ship flare up. One of the subsidiary boosters was down, and the Dri’kai pilot had to compensate by flaring out the smaller stabilizing boosters along the starboard side of the ship. The vessel made a rough curve past its disabled comrade and headed around the asteroid.

      Headed for the Nansen.
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      I flailed around for something I could do. Foyle’s system readings showed he wasn’t going anywhere. His vitals were fine and his life support hadn’t been damaged, but he was trapped in a metal cocoon that was floating through a thick asteroid field. Sooner or later he was going to crash.

      Iliescu’s last drone was still spinning away. I watched as the engineer struggled to stabilize it. An asteroid the size of a bus loomed up at us. The readout said we’d impact in a few seconds.

      Suddenly red turned to green and Iliescu regained control, bypassing some systems to make a workaround. It stopped just meters from the asteroid and hovered there.

      Then the engineer switched control over to me.

      Oh, thanks. I get to be the last man standing. What a fucking honor.

      I checked the drone’s vitals.

      Navigation: 68%

      Targeting: 45%

      Missile Launchers Disabled

      What? I was supposed to take on a Dri’kai warship with flechettes I couldn’t even target properly?

      The Dri’kai ship was slowly rounding the big asteroid and moving out of view, heading for the Nansen. Heading for a ship that had lost two-thirds of its crew, had no qualified pilots for its fighters, no one to man most of its turrets and torpedo bays, and no other defenses. The Dri’kai were heading for a sitting duck.

      Heading for me.

      I hit the drone’s thrusters and followed.

      The sound of running feet in the corridor behind, followed quickly by a taser shot, momentarily distracted me. There came the sound of more running, and more electric pulses, followed by the fall of bodies onto the deck. Corporal Chen and the engineer with the homemade taser were fighting off a crowd of infected crew.

      I focused on the computer screen. Either they held them or they didn’t. There wasn’t anything I could do about it. The best thing I could do for them was focus on my job.

      The drone shot around the meteor. I kept it flying low to reduce its visibility. While Foyle hadn’t crippled the Dri’kai ship, he had slowed it, and that gave me a chance to catch up.

      It came into view, still out of range. As I continued my orbit around the asteroid, the Nansen also came into view, its thrusters firing as it attempted to get away. So the engine room was still in our hands. Good.

      “The Dri’kai ship will be in range in one minute, ten seconds,” Iliescu informed me. “You’ll be in range of the Dri’kai ship in twenty seconds.”

      Thanks, buddy. Now tell me what the hell I’m supposed to do once I’m in range.

      Then the idea hit me. The missile launchers were disabled, but the missiles were intact.

      “Iliescu, can you arm the missiles?”

      “They can’t be armed until they launch. It’s a safety measure.”

      “Can you work around it?”

      Pause. “Just did.”

      I shook my head in amazement.

      “All right. I’m going to ram the disabled thruster. When the micromissiles blow up, they might, might, set off a chain reaction and disable their ship. If not …”

      Iliescu didn’t reply. There was nothing to say.

      The sound of the fight behind me was growing louder. The regular pulse of Corporal Chen’s taser was a background note to the louder buzz of the engineer’s homemade model.

      If one of the infected burst through and started grappling with me, I wouldn’t be able to pilot the drone.

      I skimmed over the surface of the asteroid as long as I could, trying to keep out of sight as I closed the distance and got used to the wonky controls. Some of the drone’s thrusters were working on reduced capacity and the navigational system was sluggish. I hoped they’d hold up when the Dri’kai noticed me sneaking up on them.

      As soon as I moved away from the asteroid, they did.

      The rear third of the Dri’kai drone swarm sheared off and headed for me. Within seconds I was fighting for my life.

      For everyone’s life.

      I tried not to think of that.

      They came at me in a diffuse cloud, knowing that if I targeted one of them, I left myself exposed to all of them.

      So I didn’t target any of them. I focused on getting through them in one piece.

      I ducked and wove, the screen filling with data of incoming slug bursts as I tried to avoid them, my mind calculating trajectories, speed, and taking into account the drone’s reduced capacity for maneuver.

      I had tough armor, to be sure, but one hit might be enough to take me out. Those missiles were armed. Even a glancing blow on one of them would blow the drone to smithereens, taking away the Nansen’s last chance.

      The sounds of fighting in the doorway behind me intensified. I tried to ignore it, but the half-second of distraction nearly lost the whole game. A slug struck the drone’s armor, not piercing it but swerving it off course a couple of meters and straight into the line of fire of a Dri’kai drone.

      My screen lit up with damage reports as several slugs slammed into my drone. The flechette gun was disabled. One of the thrusters was gone too. A short circuit took out the rear camera.

      I swerved out of the line of fire, passed between two Dri’kai drones at just the right moment to make them shoot each other, and then I broke free.

      Or at least I think I did. Since I couldn’t see behind me anymore, I had no idea what the drones were doing back there.

      Chasing and firing, no doubt.

      I kept up an avoidance pattern as I flew for the disabled booster on the back of the mothership. I could see it was mangled and burnt from where Foyle had hit it. The metal looked seriously compromised. If I could just get there …

      The turrets trained on me now, homing in. A fleet of missiles erupted out of the ship to head my way.

      Too late. Just as another slug hit me and my screen blared some sort of warning I didn’t have time to read, I flew right into the booster.

      My screen went blank, replaced an instant later with an external view from the Nansen. The back of the Dri’kai ship flowered out in a ball of flame, quickly extinguished in the vacuum as the fuel I had hit was expended.

      I tensed. Was it going to create a chain reaction? I didn’t want to kill the people on board, only stop them.

      There were no more explosions. I let out a great gust of relief. The ship was incapacitated, and was now busy using its missiles and turrets to blast away nearby asteroids to keep from crashing into one.

      Then I perked up. The drones were coming after us.

      Oh hell. The Dri’kai were sending them in for the kill. I should be careful what I wished for.

      We had no defenses. As the drones moved in, the Nansen hit its thrusters and headed out of the asteroid belt.

      Running wasn’t going to work. These drones were just a bit faster.

      Then I saw what Loftsdóttir had been planning.

      Still dangerously close to the asteroids, she went into warp …

      … and left the drones in the dust.

      A shout behind me told me my troubles weren’t over.

      I spun around and saw Corporal Chen struggling to stay on her feet as half a dozen crew tried to bring her down. She tased one, but another grabbed her arm and yanked on her, taking her off balance. The engineer had dropped his taser and was on the ground, desperately trying to fend off an infected crewman who was on top of him, teeth bared.

      I tased that one first, then cleared the ones on Corporal Chen with several quick shots. For a second we were in the clear. The engineer scrambled for his homemade taser and Corporal Chen regained her balance. A heap of stunned bodies at the doorway showed my two crewmates had been busy.

      Then the next wave came.

      All three of us raised our tasers and were about to fire when something strange happened.

      The entire crowd stopped in their tracks, wavered for a second, and collapsed.

      “What the hell?”

      “Did it work?” came a voice over my comm system. I was surprised to recognize Dr. Stark.

      “If you mean did the infected stop attacking, they sure did where I am,” I said.

      Then reports starting coming in from around the ship—from pockets of resistance, from individuals in hiding, and from the main defense at the engine room and command tower. All the infected crew had passed out.

      “They should recover soon,” Dr. Stark said in a satisfied tone. “It was the same with the test subjects. A dose of low frequency radio waves at 487 hertz kills the parasite, but it also sends a shock through the system that leads to temporary unconsciousness.”

      “So the shore party is all right?” I asked, unable to keep the eagerness out of my voice.

      “Dr. Sanchez is already back at work, and she says hello.”

      Oh Jesus, Doc, did you have to broadcast that over a public comm link?

      It didn’t matter. I was too happy to remain embarrassed for long.

      I hurried for the command deck. The engineer got back on duty and Corporal Chen accompanied me. We passed signs of battle everywhere—bloodstains, discarded weapons, unconscious heaps of crew who were just beginning to stir. The ship was a mess.

      At least we were getting away from the Dri’kai. Even if by some miracle they were able to fix the damage, we had a good head start on them and could disappear somewhere.

      And then a horrible thought hit me—Foyle was still back there!

      His ship had been damaged, but he was alive. He had probably used his grapple to get onto an asteroid and would be safe enough from collisions, but the Dri’kai were sure to notice him.

      We had left a comrade behind.

      It didn’t matter that he was a showboater. It didn’t matter that he was an asshole. It didn’t even matter that he had skirted close to gross insubordination in his opinions on the commander. He was one of us. We couldn’t leave him back there.

      I had to track down a buzz saw from a tool storeroom to cut through my own weld on the stairs, then rush up to the command tower, which they had just opened up again. By that time all the crew were awake and medical teams were fanning out to check on everyone.

      I felt the strange tug and disorientation of us coming out of warp. What the hell? Was the engine screwing up now too?

      When I got on the command deck, I was greeted with a round of applause and a cheer. It came out halfhearted, though, muted. Everyone was glad to be alive, but I could see concern for Foyle on every face.

      “We have to get him,” I said as I got on deck.

      Commander Loftsdóttir nodded. “We’re working on that now.”

      I glanced at the viewscreen. A bright star sat in the center.

      “Is that the solar system we were in?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Iliescu said from his seat at the helm, his blond hair all rumpled and his jumpsuit soaked in sweat. “You’re not supposed to fly within a solar system at warp, especially not one with so many asteroids.”

      I gripped his hand. “You did damn well.”

      “We’ve stopped here so we can radio back to the Dri’kai,” the commander said. “We’re only a light hour away. We’re sending them a visual message of the parasites being destroyed. We’re also sending a tone on 487 hertz. Hopefully they’ll figure it out.”

      “So they’ve been fighting the parasite as much as we have,” I said.

      It made sense now. But why nuke the Aurigan planet? That was still wrong.

      “Yes,” the commander replied. “I’ll put Dr. Conti on the screen and he can explain it to you. It’s important that you know this. I’m patching it in to all the other senior staff.”

      She patched the visuals into Conti’s hospital room. We saw him at a weird angle from his touchscreen, looking up at him from the floor as he lay on his front in bed.

      “Doctor, can you tell us what you found out?” the commander asked.

      Conti looked at the camera. His eyes were red, ringed with black circles. Despite getting his spine blown apart thanks to yours truly just a few days before, it looked like he had been pulling a series of all-nighters. I wondered if Dr. Stark was bitching at him as much as he was bitching at me.

      “We’ve done a detailed analysis of the parasite DNA and compared it with the Dri’kai DNA we extracted from some corpses. They are not from the same planet. Assuming that evolution works the same way on all planets—in other words, all beings arise from a common ancestor hundreds of millions if not billions of years in the past—then we should expect the DNA of the parasite and the Dri’kai to be much the same. This is what we find in Earth creatures even when they are radically different, such as humans and sea sponges. Seventy percent of their genetic makeup is the same. But the parasite and the Dri’kai share no DNA. They are not from the same planet.”

      “The engineers said that box wasn’t Dri’kai technology,” I said.

      “Yes, it was a trap,” Conti said. “One of the scientists who went aboard the Dri’kai station with you just called us. He had been convinced that the box contained a storehouse of technological information, but looking at his scanner, he finds no such data. It was a trap, plain and simple. Somehow that box emits waves that trigger responses in the brain to make the victims see what it wants them to see so they take it along with them. Then when it gets to a good spot, it forces them to touch the box and get injected with a parasite.”

      “I wasn’t affected, and neither was my security detail,” I said, leaning on the chair next to me. The adrenaline was beginning to wear off. “The waves must not be able to make it through mech armor. We need to get someone suited up and isolate that thing.”

      “I’m already on it,” Qiang’s welcome voice came over the comm.

      “Glad to hear you’re still with us,” I said with a smile.

      “I wasn’t for a while. Last I remember, I was getting bitten by a stasis pod repairman. Then I woke up in a completely different part of the ship.”

      Dr. Conti went on. “So we’ll isolate the box and study it using bots. But the important thing right now is that we know that the parasite is not Dri’kai. Even more, there’s evidence that it was manufactured. It’s complicated to explain to a layman, but the way the DNA is put together shows it’s a construct, not a naturally evolved organism, and it was constructed using DNA from a planet from an entirely different world than the Dri’kai come from.”

      “Interesting,” I said, my voice coming out hoarse. I sat on the chair, exhausted.

      “You know what I’m thinking?” Qiang said. “I think it’s the preparation for an invasion, a bit like the smallpox blankets colonists gave to Native Americans.”

      “Huh?” I said.

      “Smallpox was a deadly disease back in pre-modern times. The British, and later the Americans, used to give blankets from smallpox patients to Native Americans, knowing they had even less immunity to the disease than white people. That way the disease spread, killing off the Native Americans and clearing the land for settlement.”

      “So are you saying that this may be the first attack in preparation for an invasion by some advanced alien species?” Commander Loftsdóttir asked.

      “Exactly.”

      The commander said something else then, or maybe it was Conti. I wasn’t paying attention. I had my head in my hands, my vision fading, as I took deep, regular breaths trying to ease the pain in my chest.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      “Are you okay?”

      I looked up to see a technician standing by my side, and beyond him, Dr. Stark running through the door with a hypodermic in his hand.

      Then I blacked out.
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      I woke up in medical. Again. This was turning into a bad habit.

      Blearily I looked around the room, and saw Valeria sitting in a chair nearby working on a touchscreen.

      She didn’t notice I was awake, and I watched her for a minute as she quietly typed away. Other than a bandage on her neck, she looked all right, certainly far better than the frothing monster that had tried to attack me down on the Aurigan planet.

      Valeria glanced up at me, and a brilliant smile spread across her face. I smiled back, or at least tried to. I was so fucked up it probably came out as a subnormal grimace.

      She came over and put her hand on mine, then called out the door, “Doctor, he’s awake!”

      As footsteps approached, she glanced back at me, smiled, and pulled her hand away.

      And that did my heart more good than a hundred injections. That little conspiracy to keep the touch a secret proved our mutual attraction existed.

      Dr. Stark came through the door.

      “Yeah, I’m a bad boy,” I said. “I shouldn’t have taken that serum a second time.”

      He frowned at me. I think he didn’t like having his lecture cut off. “There won’t be a third.”

      “Really? Everything is going to be cake and ice cream from now on?”

      “Probably not. But a third injection will kill you. I will not give you another no matter how much danger we’re in. You’d die within a few minutes. You wouldn’t even get to help us through whatever we’d be facing. Oh, and thank you for saving the ship again.”

      “Looks like you did as much as I did.”

      “Dr. Conti did a great deal as well. Maybe I can get him to sleep now. I’ve given you a fresh injection of nanites, and I’m going to give you a sedative.”

      The doctor moved to a work table nearby and opened a drawer.

      “In a minute. First, how long have I been out, and what’s going on?”

      As he prepared an injection, Valeria answered that.

      “You’ve been out six hours.”

      “A lot can happen in six hours.”

      She moved her chair closer to my bed and sat. “A lot has. We stopped a light hour from the disabled Dri’kai ships and have had an exchange of communication with them.”

      “And?”

      Her face fell. “They don’t seem like the negotiating type.”

      She held up her tablet so I could see it and opened a recording.

      Foyle stood between a pair of Dri’kai. They towered above him, a good head taller and Foyle was a bit over six feet. One held a wickedly serrated knife to his throat. The Dri’kai wore respirators; Foyle did not. They must have examined the life support in his disabled fighter and replicated it in a jail cell on one of their ships.

      I couldn’t see any detail of the room, just a blank metal wall and that same dim red lighting.

      Foyle stood with his chin up, shoulders defiantly back, but his eyes were wide with terror.

      “I have been taken prisoner,” Foyle said in a voice he was trying very hard to keep even. “They have treated me well so far. Someone I think is a scientist is speaking to me and having me speak back into a device. I believe they are trying to translate our language. I am cooperating because open communication would be beneficial to both our races.”

      You’re cooperating because you’re scared shitless, I thought. And you know whatever you say now will eventually be translated and might be used against you.

      “I have been given water and the emergency rations that were in my fighter. And they have provided me with breathable air. I am unharmed. From the hand signs that the scientist has been making to me, I think they are awaiting a communication from you.”

      The Dri’kai with the knife grunted something and the transmission ended.

      “After this we repeated the transmission we had sent before,” Valeria explained. “We showed the parasites dying and gave the frequency. The commander also gave a long message of reconciliation to give them more material to use for translation.”

      “How is our own effort going?”

      Dr. Stark lost patience and came over to my bed.

      “Pretty good. We’ve been analyzing a host of transmissions we’ve picked up in background chatter, as well as the communications we’ve had with the various ships. We’re beginning to piece together some vocabulary and basic syntax.”

      I felt the pinprick of the hypo.

      “Have we made any more communication?”

      “Yes, we repeated the previous transmission, using as many different words as possible to give their translator software more to work with.”

      “What did they say back to us?”

      “They didn’t reply. Even with the one-hour lag they’ve had plenty of time to say something.”

      Oh. That wasn’t good. Of course we couldn’t second-guess alien psychology, but not replying to a message in a tense situation like this could mean nothing except suspicion and hostility.

      And who could blame them? We’d killed a bunch of their people. This seemed like a warrior race, and we humans, a race with a lower technology, had kicked their asses, not once but three times. That had to be seriously embarrassing.

      I hoped they wouldn’t take out their frustrations on Foyle. Much as I didn’t like the guy, he was part of the team. He shouldn’t have been left behind and he didn’t deserve to get tortured to death in some Dri’kai jail cell.

      We hadn’t had a choice about leaving him behind. Commander Loftsdóttir had made the right decision. Going back for him would have only meant losing more people, perhaps the Nansen itself.

      That still didn’t make it sit well.

      Dr. Stark left. Valeria’s hand went back onto mine.

      “Relax,” she said in a soothing voice. “You’ve done all you can. Qiang will handle things from here.”

      A felt a warm relaxation spreading over my body. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t just the sedative.

      I slept.

      Hours later I awoke to a radically different situation.

      We were no longer hanging out in interstellar space waiting to chat with the Dri’kai. They had remained uncommunicative. Now we were heading for another destination.

      That’s all I could get from Dr. Stark, who insisted I stay in bed. I waited until he left to see another patient—medical was full of people who had gotten serious injuries during the parasite infection—and gathered my clothes.

      Or at least tried to. The son of a bitch had taken them.

      I guess he figured that would keep me from leaving. He had seriously underestimated my boneheadedness.

      When I went to the door of my room to check if the coast was clear, my Medbot rolled up to me.

      “Y’all should stay in bed,” it said with a Southern twang.

      “Shut up.”

      I tiptoed out the door while no one was looking.

      Having never walked around the corridors in bare feet, I had never realized how cold the metal deck was. Holding my medical gown closed behind me with one hand, I returned the salutes of various personnel as I passed. I tried to ignore the snickering I heard as soon as I turned my back.

      I got back to my quarters, got changed—a black security jumpsuit commands much more respect than a shapeless gown and a bare butt—and headed for the command deck.

      “Dr. Stark said to send you back when you arrived,” Commander Loftsdóttir told me as I came on deck. She was sitting in her chair sipping some of that delicious coffee of hers. I almost asked for some, but the old ticker probably couldn’t take any right now.

      The screen showed open interstellar space, and the strange distortion of warp. Only a few people were on the command deck. The clock said it was 2350 hours. My heart attack had messed up my sleep patterns, not to mention my life expectancy.

      I sat next to her.

      “What’s the situation?”

      “We’ve been monitoring communication from a source just a light day from here. Looks like another station, this one near a dwarf nebula instead of a star. Maybe a research station. It had caught the scientists’ eye because it was close and transmitted in at least three different languages.”

      “Interesting. Maybe those races will be friendlier?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. One of those races is Dri’kai. But they’ve stopped transmitting new messages. They’ve gone to a loop in all three languages, followed by that same electronic tone.”

      I rubbed my jaw and realized I needed a shave.

      “So you’re thinking they’ve been infected?”

      Commander Loftsdóttir nodded. “It seems there’s more of those hypnotic boxes out there, and that Major Li was correct about his smallpox blanket theory.”

      “And so you want to go, cure these folks, and that’s the start to peace overtures.”

      “Right.”

      I looked at her with increased respect. The ex-major was taking on the mantle of command pretty well.

      “Did we get any more messages from the Dri’kai ships?”

      “Not before we headed into warp.”

      Right, and now we wouldn’t get any more because we were moving away from them. I still hadn’t gotten used to this communication problem.

      “Time to go back to medical, Commander Ayers. There’s nothing to do here for another day.”

      “All right.” I got up, none too steadily.

      The commander must have noticed because she turned to a technician. “Corporal Bahk, go with him.”

      As I got to the doorway with my escort, Commander Loftsdóttir called to me.

      “Oh, and Commander Ayers.” I turned to her. She had the ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Don’t walk around the corridors half naked. It undermines your authority.”

      I left to a chorus of chuckles.

      “How did they know about that?” I asked my escort.

      He kept a poker face. Just barely. “They put it on the main viewscreen, sir.”

      Yeah, everyone needed a release of tension after the battle, and I got to be it. Wonderful.

      I spent a good night’s sleep in medical, woke the next day and idled my time chatting with Conti and Mabaso while monitoring the command deck, until in the afternoon I hurried into my jumpsuit and rushed back up to command.

      Someone was hailing us.

      When I got there, I was just in time for the bombshell of the day.

      “Commander,” a technician was saying. “I double-checked and the probe is definitely from Earth. It’s hailing us in English.”
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      I slumped into a chair next to Commander Loftsdóttir, who barely acknowledged my presence. I felt lightheaded, but I don’t think it was my heart this time.

      It was the fact that we were getting a communication from Earth.

      How could that even be possible?

      “It’s a sound and image message, Commander,” the technician said.

      “Put it on screen.”

      “It comes with a prelude that only you should see it …” The technician’s voice trailed off as he stared in wonder at his screen and started hitting buttons. “Um, Commander? Sensors are reading three probes, flying in a cluster. All of them are transmitting to us in English and saying the messages are for your eyes only.”

      “Very well,” Commander Loftsdóttir said, standing up. “I’ll take it in the meeting room.”

      The technician was still staring at his screen. “The three probes look to be of very different manufacture, Commander.”

      “Maybe these messages will explain everything,” the commander said as she went into the meeting room and closed the door behind her.

      I stared at the blank metal door, wishing it would open. Where was that malfunction when you needed it? Messages from Earth!

      “Put the probes on screen,” I ordered.

      “I’m not authorized to do that, sir,” the technician said.

      “Says who?”

      “The High General of the Global Government, sir.”

      “High General? You mean the president?”

      “No sir, the High General.”

      “That’s not even a real rank!”

      The technician shrugged. “The message led with our top secret codes, sir.”

      I sighed and looked at the screen, a pattern full of stars. Faintly to one side, I could see a string of smaller warp fields pacing us. A simple push of a button would have brought them into focus, but the technician was right. If it was for the commander’s eyes only, I had to sit tight.

      These things had caught up with us. They must have used some more advanced warp drive, and a considerably smaller one than what we had. Those probes didn’t look very big. Earth had gone through some leaps in technology in order to make probes that could find us and catch up with us. They had also figured out some way to communicate through the warp field.

      Impressive.

      And damned mysterious. As a security officer, I didn’t like mysteries.

      But it gave me hope. Humanity had continued to advance. Maybe there was a whole fleet of Ark ships out there now, moving across the galaxy in search of new homes.

      I hoped they had better luck than we had.

      I glanced at the closed door to the meeting room, drumming my fingers on the arm of the chair. She sure was taking a long time in there.

      She ended up taking two hours.

      When she finally came out she had that same stony look to her face she had when we had discussed executing my security guys and when she had made the decision to start a war with the Dri’kai.

      Not a nerve twitched as she stared at me for a moment, moved over to a comm link, and ordered all the senior staff to an emergency meeting.

      Within ten minutes, we were all there. Valeria took a place two seats away from me, with Barakat in between. Whatever was developing between us, she wanted to keep it private. Fine by me.

      Commander Loftsdóttir stood at the head of the table, hands clasped behind her back.

      “The probes were launched at different times,” she said without any preamble. “The first went out just a year after our launch. The next one, with better technology, five years after our launch. The final one went out thirty years after our launch. Because the later ones were more technologically advanced, they caught up with the previous ones and then they all traveled together to reach us.

      “They provide important information. The first probe was to warn us of the Biospherists. Shortly after our launch, the Global Government captured the Biospherist high command and several of their regional leaders. They learned of the plot to infiltrate the Nansen and obtained a list of the Biospherist agents who managed to get on board. Many of these names are people who Commander Ayers killed in the initial fight. Unfortunately, there are names of some thirty-seven more agents among the colonists. It appears they were to be a second wave if the first one failed. They were to wake up at the proper time when we got to Terra Nova, and work to undermine our society from within. The communique said that the list is incomplete. The Biospherists managed to wipe the complete list before capture, and only a partial list of a subordinate commander was taken. So there are more Biospherists among the colonists and perhaps the technicians. Some might even be awake right now.”

      Everyone shifted in their seats and eyed each other.

      “Don’t worry,” the commander said. “It is unlikely that the Biospherists were able to place someone as high as one of us. All of the Biospherists we have found so far were relatively low ranking. The question is, what to do with them?”

      The commander had sent us a list. I scrolled down the names and skills, unsure what to say.

      It was Barakat who spoke first. “Many of these people are important in the agricultural sector. If we execute them all, we’ll be severely shorthanded in a vital industry.”

      “When we wake them up we can tell them we know they’re Biospherists,” Valeria said. “We can tell them their attack failed and that they have no choice but to cooperate. Put them on probation.”

      Barakat nodded agreement.

      “But that leaves the ones we don’t know about,” Iliescu objected.

      “We can watch the Biospherists and see if they try to make contact. Flush them out,” Valeria said.

      I shook my head. “Better to not tell them. That will make them incautious. We’ll flush them out a lot better then.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Commander Loftsdóttir said. “In any case, this won’t be an issue in the short term, except for the possibility of some unknown terrorists already being awake. Commander Ayers, develop a monitoring program to try and detect them.”

      “I will,” I replied, unsure just how to do that. I’d never done detective work, but now I had been bumped up to the role of military commander and police chief all in one.

      Great. Just great.

      “Now for a more serious issue,” the commander went on. I could almost feel the silence in the room.

      The commander let out a sigh, and for a second her authoritative demeanor slipped, slipped into something close to despair.

      She got it together in a moment, so quickly that if you had blinked you would have missed it.

      But we hadn’t missed it. No, not a single one of us.

      After a deep breath, she went on. “The five other Ark ships are lost. We are alone in the universe.”

      A burst of groans and questions followed this. She raised a hand for silence.

      “Two had warp engine faults shortly after leaving the solar system and exploded. Another drifted off course and got caught in the gravity of a star and was sucked in. A fourth had some sort of mutiny aboard that led to the destruction of the ship. It’s unclear what happened, but it appears not to have been the Biospherists. Maybe some other group.”

      She paused.

      “And the fifth ship?” Dr. Stark asked.

      She looked at him. “The fifth ship disappeared. There has been no signal, no trace. It simply vanished.”

      “A black hole?” Valeria asked. “We don’t have any records of one in this part of the Orion Arm.”

      “Unknown,” the commander said with a resigned shrug. “But it is assumed to have been lost with all hands.”

      Another silence as everyone absorbed this information. I summoned the courage to break it.

      “And what about Earth?”

      She had said we were alone. Did that mean Earth was gone too?

      Once again that stony face cracked. She regained control a moment later.

      “It’s best if I show you a clip of the video transmission sent by the final probe. It’s from the High General William Saunders of the Global Government.”

      She touched a button and the viewscreen lit up with a freeze frame of a paunchy man well past middle age wearing a military uniform one size too big for him. He had more medals spread across his chest than my entire platoon had earned in two combat tours. Why was it that the dictators who gave themselves the highest ranks and the most medals never looked like they could win a fist fight with a healthy fourteen-year-old boy?

      She pushed another button and the clip started. It started midsentence, making me wonder what she had cut out.

      “—why the Nansen must succeed. It has been thirty years since you have launched, and almost twenty-five since we learned that you are the only survivors of all the Ark ships. And yet we have not been able to build more. Traitors both among the common people and the Global Government have stopped us at every turn. Rebellions have risen up on every continent. General strikes have paralyzed the cities and farms. We have punished these traitors with the severest of measures, and yet they continue to defy us.

      “We had the chance to save the world, and found ourselves fighting for our very existence. The global population has reached fourteen billion, and our resources have been stretched to the breaking point.”

      High General Saunders had been talking like he was on television delivering a political speech, but now he hesitated. He looked off camera for a minute, then shook himself.

      “Ark Ship Nansen, I must be honest with you. The time for propaganda has passed. No one believes in the Global Government anymore.” This was said with a petulant, almost childlike tone. “There is no hope for Earth. The seas are dead. The soil is exhausted. Despite our best … everything is in ruins. The cities are starving and we have lost control of more than half of the world’s land mass. Those areas not in our control have fallen into anarchy or are ruled by petty dictatorships fighting for the last resources. The Earth is dying.

      “The government lacks the resources to provide even basic services to all its citizens. There are chronic energy and food shortages. Our control over those areas we still command is slipping. And the colonization of the solar system has retreated. Asteroid mining is no longer financially viable and the region has been abandoned. The Mars base was abandoned two years ago and the Moon bases are in the process of being shut down.

      “We haven’t had the resources to build more Ark ships. What you weren’t told was that the original six stretched Earth’s resources and the government’s finances to the limit. As it is, we can barely summon the funds and the manpower to build this probe.

      “We cannot stop the slide into anarchy. By the time this probe reaches you, this government will have fallen, and many of those petty dictatorships that have carved up the world for their own good will have fallen too. The center cannot hold. There are too many people and too few resources, and with the last of central control gone, nothing is being conserved. Our scientists predict a mass decline in population within the next ten to fifteen years, but by then this world will be thoroughly destroyed, and even if we were at a tenth of our numbers we could not bounce back. The best case scenario is that a few million scattered humans will survive, feeding off the ruins and what little will still grow. The worst case scenario—and the most likely one—is that human beings on this Earth will go extinct within two generations.

      “Do not return to Earth. There is nothing for you here. Continue to Terra Nova, and may fortune smile on you, the last hope for humanity.”
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      We saw the nebula long before we saw the station. It had been in the background for a while during our travels, a faint whitish blob in one sector of space. All those pictures you see from space telescopes have been color enhanced so you can pick out differences in chemical makeup and density better. The colors are real, just turned up.

      Only when you get close does a nebula look like it does in the pictures, and then it looks stunning.

      The entire high command was on deck for the approach, and we all stared in wonder at the beautiful light reds and pale blues, tinged with a touch of yellow. Valeria, who stood beside me, spouted a whole range of scientific data, but even her voice trailed off after a while and simply admired the beauty of it. I felt a great urge to hold her hand.

      The nebula was like a giant curtain with filaments stretching out from its sides. Valeria said it was unusually small for a nebula, in fact the smallest on record at only .05 of a light year across. That messed with theories of how nebulae form.

      Maybe it messed with the alien astronomers’ theories too. We could see the research station as a bright star hanging in front of the nebula to the lower left.

      They say you should always look forward and never back. I guess in our case that’s true. We had never planned on returning to Earth, but now that there was no Earth to return to, it felt more final somehow, and our work more important. What was in front of us was what mattered—a station that we could save, a group of alien species to whom we could prove our good intentions. It might be our ticket into a place in this part of the galaxy.

      Behind us was only death, and I don’t just mean the ruined Earth, I mean the three large Dri’kai ships slowly gaining on us.

      They had come out of nowhere, rounding a star cluster that had hidden them from view. It seemed the entire sector was on alert. I figured the Dri’kai were sending out a warning with small, fast probes that could deliver messages far quicker than simple radio waves. Qiang had come up with one of his historic parallels, something about a battle called Marathon. We were the Persians, whoever they were. Apparently the Persians were the bad guys and ended up getting defeated.

      We were going maximum speed, desperately trying to get to the station before the Dri’kai caught us.

      “The shuttle is all prepared,” Iliescu said. “As soon as we drop out of warp you’ll need to launch. That’s twenty minutes from now.”

      I nodded. They had explained to me that 487 hertz couldn’t reliably punch through the skin of a spaceship or station.

      “Frequencies that low can actually pass through many kilometers of earth,” Valeria had explained. “Earthquakes actually emit them. But metal acts as a reflector for electromagnetic waves, and with that much thick metal on the station walls, we can’t be sure it will get through.”

      I had been thinking about that. Maybe whoever had designed the parasites had made them vulnerable to ultra low frequency waves because their home world had a lot of earthquakes. That would make themselves safe from their own creation, although of course any race that advanced could create the waves any time they wanted, just like we could. It was hard to guess anything about an alien species we had never seen.

      And now I had to board a station with at least two alien races we knew nothing about.

      Yes, I was going, over the objections of the doctor. Commander Loftsdóttir had given me the green light. That had surprised me. She had been acting even colder and more distant than usual. That first thawing I had seen when she invited us for drinks and when she pulled that prank on me when I was walking around in my medical gown had now frozen over. Understandable. I couldn’t even imagine the kind of pressures she was under. Yet why would she risk me? That I couldn’t understand.

      Dr. Stark held out for giving me one of those mild sedatives. So as I watched the beautiful nebula grow bigger on the viewscreen, I felt like some stoner watching an art vid.

      A call came up from the shuttle bay. Everything was ready. Time to go.

      We didn’t bother with a fighter escort. The station, we knew, was no threat until we got inside, and if the Dri’kai ships caught up with us, we would be dead within a couple of minutes. This was the last throw of the dice.

      I reached over and squeezed Valeria’s hand, not caring if anyone saw.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      She only nodded.

      She was coming along to run the science aspect of the landing party. A few scientists and technicians were coming too, along with a security team that included Qiang and Corporal Chen.

      They were all waiting for us at the shuttle bay. The Nansen dropped out of warp and we boarded.

      The trip to the station was quick and uneventful. This one was of radically different design and probably not Dri’kai. It was a long spindle, studded with windows, with a central wheel that had docking bays. Valeria detected a range of scientific instruments focused on the nebula.

      “I’d love to find out what they’ve discovered,” she whispered.

      “Let’s get you that chance,” I said.

      We had spent some time alone the previous day after the meeting. I had gone to visit her in her private office and found her crying softly to herself.

      “I knew that everyone I knew back home was dead,” she had sniffled as I put my arm around her, “but knowing it’s all gone made it really hit me.”

      “Yeah,” I had sighed. I couldn’t stop thinking of the Greenhouse Museum. I had this fantasy of it standing proud and preserved in a ruined Earth, until one day the glass broke and the plants and animals spread, and in a hundred years or two hundred years the megalopolis would be replaced by jungle.

      But I knew that hadn’t happened. It was gone, destroyed in some riot by a hungry crowd that had cooked all the animals and ripped up all the plants.

      “Our home is gone,” she had repeated.

      I had lifted her chin so she faced me.

      “Don’t call it home. The Nansen is our home. Terra Nova or some other planet will be our home. Earth is the past. We have a new home now.”

      We had kissed then. Nothing more. We both had to get back to duty. There was so much to do. I had a feeling it would be that way for a long, long time.

      And now we were docking on an alien science station that showed no sign of life except for a warning beacon transmitting on a loop. Our adjustable docking sleeve deployed and made a tight seal around the airlock, and once again a pair of technicians went out to hotwire the door.

      The difference this time was that the security team carried an ultra low frequency transmitter tuned to the frequency that would kill the parasite. This time we were ready.

      I sure as hell hoped that whatever had created those parasites hadn’t made more than one species, or this landing party was going to turn into an even bigger disaster than the last one.

      The technicians took a bit longer to fiddle with the wiring, muttering that it was more advanced than the Dri’kai technology.

      At last they got it open, and the door opened to reveal a spacious airlock. A window in the opposite door looked out on a room with a bank of strange instrumentation. For some reason there were buttons and panels on the ceiling, even though there was artificial gravity. I couldn’t see anything in the room beyond that.

      The readout on my mech suit blared out information about a toxic atmosphere heavy in sulfur and some other nasty gunk that would have killed us in a few breaths. Nothing corrosive, though, so the science team in their combat suits and respirators would be all right. And our mech suits could deal with just about anything.

      Commander Loftsdóttir came over the comm link. “You’ll need to hurry it up in there. The Dri’kai ships have accelerated. E.T.A. ten minutes.”

      Oh great.

      “You hear that?” I asked the technicians.

      “Working on it, sir.” They didn’t even look up from the panel they were opening.

      I stood right next to them in my mech suit. My heart rate hadn’t even accelerated thanks to the sedative. The whole scene seemed dreamy and detached. I was glad Qiang, Chen, and Butler were along. If the shit hit the fan, they would have to deal with the biggest threats.

      I hated being at half capacity, and wondered again why the commander had let me come. For morale? I’d been the man to save the day so many times perhaps they didn’t want to do this last important mission without me.

      But why the coldness? I got the feeling the commander had grown distant, and not just because of the Earth dying. It seemed directed at me. It didn’t make any sense.

      Then a horrible thought came to me. She hadn’t shown us all the transmissions. In fact, she hadn’t mentioned what the second probe had relayed at all. What if they found out I had cheated to get on the Nansen? What if they had learned I had been an enforcer for Leo Franzetti?

      No, that didn’t make any sense. If they had found out about that, I’d be sitting in a jail cell next to the Biospherists.

      Then why the sudden change of mood?

      A scream from Valeria snapped me out of it.

      Something was at the window.

      I couldn’t see exactly what. All I got was an impression of slick black skin, sucker lips, and writhing tentacles.

      “Wow,” Qiang said. “That’s a whole lotta ugly.”

      The thing writhed and slapped tentacles against the window. The technicians backed away.

      I hefted the transmitter, a boxy thing about half a meter to a side.

      “Relax. That thing can’t get through the door. Let’s see if the transmitter can get through whatever that window is made of.”

      I held the transmitter up to the window, momentarily blocking out the nasty sight, and flipped it on.

      An indicator light told me it was working. The frequency was way too low for human ears to hear.

      When I pulled away the transmitter, the thing was still flailing at the window.

      “Looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way. You figure out that wiring yet?”

      “Working on it sir.”

      “Work harder. Those ships are going to be here in ten minutes.”

      “Eight minutes,” Commander Loftsdóttir corrected.

      Thanks for the pressure.

      I glanced back at Qiang, who stood at the doorway to the shuttle, weapons sloped. I really wished he could fit in here too. The engineering team had made this connector too damn small.

      “Not sure which wires to splice,” one of the technicians was muttering. “These two?”

      “No, that didn’t work,” said the other. “How about these two?”

      “Nope.”

      “How about—”

      The door flung open. A tidal wave of tentacles burst out of the doorway and into the airlock, enveloping one of the technicians.

      I hefted the transmitter and gave it another blast just as a tentacle wrapped around my leg.

      The thing wavered for a second but did not fall down.

      Then it pitched forward, burying the two technicians, whose muffled screams were drowned out by a roar of alien throats from the open doorway.

      Three Dri’kai and something that looked like a bipedal anteater crowded into the airlock. I blasted them all.

      The Dri’kai and the anteater dropped like three stones.

      But the tentacle thing got up. It stood a good two meters tall, with a thick trunk from which countless thin, ropy tentacles sprung. Only the face, which consisted of two eyes and that weird sucker mouth, weren’t covered in tentacles.

      It moved back on a circular pad of cilia, retreating into the room from which it had come. As the technicians picked themselves up from the floor, I got in the doorway and gave the tentacle thing another blast.

      It kept retreating. At least it wasn’t attacking now. Had I messed up its brain somehow? Had I killed the parasites and it was running scared? I wished I could speak to this thing.

      Apparently it thought the same thing. One tentacle hit a small metal box strapped to the base of another tentacle and a voice came out of it.

      I recognized the harsh, guttural sounds of Dri’kai.

      I turned on the external speaker on my mech helmet.

      “Sorry, I don’t understand you. We, um, come in peace.”

      That sounded pretty lame when I was bristling with weapons.

      It touched the device again and tried me in what was obviously another language.

      Before I could try to reply, a horde of Dri’kai and more of those anteater things came charging through a side door and into the room.

      Another blast took care of that. The entire crowd collapsed.

      The tentacle thing looked at them in silence for a moment, then hit a button on the ceiling.

      At that point I realized there were buttons and switches and what looked like touchscreens on all the walls and the ceiling. The corners of the room were especially thick with them. Not a bad design idea if you can reach all around you with dozens of tentacles.

      The tentacle thing stopped and stared at me.

      When I didn’t reply it let out a bubbly sound, a word or just a sound I don’t know, but I got the message.

      Because the sound got transmitted from a loudspeaker somewhere.

      “You catch on quick,” I said, hearing my words echo through the station. “You figured out this is a frequency generator, didn’t you?”

      I turned up the volume on the generator and let her rip. The tentacle thing touched a few more buttons and several screens lit up. I saw video of corridors and room. Everywhere we looked, his crewmates were falling to the floor.

      All except for some other tentacle creatures. They stood dumbly, staring at the scene around them in confusion. Then they got on the intercom and several of them started talking to one another. It sounded like a bunch of drunk people gargling mouthwash and trying to have a conversation all at the same time.

      Qiang clanked into the room, Valeria peeking out from behind him. The tentacle thing swiveled around and stared at them, which made Qiang take a step back and nearly trample my girlfriend.

      “Don’t worry, folks,” I said. “All clear.”

      My heart felt like it was skipping rope despite the sedative, but I was still standing up, so that was a plus.

      What Valeria said next nearly toppled me over.

      “The Dri’kai ships just dropped out of warp. They are approaching on impulse and will be in range in less than a minute.”

      I waved my hand in front of Mr. Tentacle’s face to get his attention, and gestured wildly in the direction of the shuttle. Mr. Tentacle gave me a blank look. At least I think it was a blank look. It could have been a come-hither look for all I knew. I tapped on one of the touchscreen, then pointed to the airlock.

      The alien hit a button and we got a lovely view of the airlock. I groaned.

      “Hold on,” Valeria said.

      She stepped forward, cleared her throat, and made some raspy, guttural noises. Very unladylike.

      Mr. Tentacle moved forward. I tensed, but Valeria stood her ground and repeated the sounds.

      Is that supposed to be Dri’kai? I wondered.

      Suddenly the alien rushed back to the touchscreen and put an external view on.

      My head swam as I saw three huge Dri’kai warships converging on the Nansen. Mr. Tentacle zoomed in. I saw fleets of drones. Torpedo bays opened. A line of what looked like fighter ships issued out of the bottom of one of the warships.

      Oh crap. We’re dead.

      The alien hit its translator on its tentacle and said something in rapid fire Dri’kai.

      For a second there was no reply. I held my breath.

      Then a reply came. The Dri’kai got translated into that gargling language of that tentacled monster I was pinning all our hopes on.

      The alien replied. For a minute there was a back and forth conversation that seemed to stretch for hours.

      And then, a miracle.

      The fighters and drones returned to their mother ships. The portholes closed, and the ships turned away.
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      They say you don’t dream in stasis, but you can dream in space.

      I’ve been doing a lot of dreaming lately.

      At night I dream of the Greenhouse Museum, and that dream is always the same. The megalopolis is abandoned, the last starving survivors setting out for the countryside in search of food. The Greenhouse Museum is left behind and remains untouched. Eventually, weathering takes its toll and the glass walls crack and break. Birds flit out to build nests on the cracked roofs of old buildings. Foxes and deer and iguana wander through abandoned streets. The plants spread more slowly, but they too gain a foothold. And in a couple of generations, the core of the city has turned green.

      It’s then that the descendants of the last survivors return, and see what has become of the wasteland their grandparents had fled.

      But every morning I wake up to reality, and our reality isn’t nearly as nice.

      It’s not without dreams, though.

      Now we dream of a coalition we’re building with the Dri’kai and the other alien races. They’ve told us of rumors of a pitiless race moving outward from the galaxy from the Scutum-Centaurus arm, the arm closer into the galactic center from the Orion arm where Earth lies. We’ve labeled them the Centaurians. No one has seen the Centaurians, only heard rumors from the races further in toward the galactic center, and evidence of their intention in the form of the parasite and their hypnotic boxes.

      Those parasites are far more advanced than anything geneticists in any of the known races can produce. And the fact that the Centaurians are moving from one arm of the galaxy to another, even if it’s a migration taking centuries, proves they are far, far superior to us in technology.

      We have a tough fight ahead of us. I dream we’ll win that fight. I dream that we’ll make a coalition among all the other races in order to do it. I dream that once all that is over with, the Orion Arm will live in peace and we’ll be able to move on to Terra Nova and start again.

      Yeah, I dream a lot these days.

      The negotiations aren’t easy. As we suspected, the Dri’kai are a warrior race. They had landed on the Aurigan planet and gotten their butts kicked by the infected locals, and so had decided to wipe them out. They would have wiped the humans out too in revenge for the defeats we inflicted on them, but then we saved some of their people from infection. That, in their view, evened the scales.

      They still don’t trust us, though. We’re far too new and far too capable.

      Now we’re at a meeting on the science station. The Dri’kai have returned Executive Officer Foyle in exchange for us returning all the Dri’kai technology we had collected. Through a translation program that has finally gotten up to speed, Commander Loftsdóttir is negotiating with Chief Warlord R’k’kgah. Or something like that. I still can’t get my throat to make some of the sounds in their language. Whatever his name is, he looks like a badass who would rather fight than talk. The tentacled aliens, known as the Subines, and the bipedal anteater things, known as the Vrimjlens, are acting as intermediaries. They both seem a lot more level-headed than the Dri’kai. But maybe that’s just because we didn’t kill hundreds of their people.

      As our commander and the Dri’kai warlord stand on one side of the room talking—the Dri’kai mode of negotiation is to stand one person from each side to face with hands on holstered weapons—one of the Subines is showing me and Valeria a map of the local area of the galaxy. I think it’s the same Subine I first met but can’t be sure. They all look the same to me, and our translation program is struggling with their language.

      It stands before a large touchscreen, its tentacles swiping across the screen and enlarging some areas. We see a flurry of images—of solar systems, of space stations, of habitable moons, of strange aerial creatures living on gas giants, and of Earthlike planets. Lots and lots of Earthlike planets. Some are nearly barren desert. Some are ice worlds. Some are sweltering jungle. Others look pretty damn close to paradise.

      All are inhabited, either by native sentient species or lucky races that have happened upon a fresh world they can colonize.

      I hope we’ll be lucky too.

      “Amazing,” Valeria said with a sigh as the Subine gurgled and gibbered. “The galaxy has more life to it than we ever thought possible.”

      I nodded, overwhelmed. “Yeah. Looks like we underestimated the Milky Way just like we underestimated Earth.”

      She squeezed my hand.

      “We’ll do it right this time,” she said.

      I tore my eyes away from the miracles on the screen and looked at her.

      “You think?”

      She smiled. “We have to.”

      “Yeah,” I said, and looked back at the viewscreen as the alien showed us more and more worlds. “We need to get it right this time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Available Now

          

        

      

    

    
      Check out all the other titles currently available in the Iron Legion series, and download your FREE copy of the Iron Legion Novella, Veteran!

      
        
        Iron Legion

      

        

      
        Veteran - Get your free copy

        Recruit - Book 1

        Soldier - Book 2

        Hunter - Book 3

        Warrior - Book 4

      

      

      

      If you’re a fan of military science fiction, why not check out my other series, Fugitive Marines, co-written with Douglas Scott. It’s the A-Team, in space, and the first four books are available now!

      
        
        Fugitive Marines

      

        

      
        Framed - Prequel

        Breakout - Book 1

        Wanted - Book 2

        Lockdown - Book 3

        Uprising - Book 4

      

      

      

      But that’s not all! Dan Morgan and I have also just released a brand new Sci-Fi Thriller series, Orion Axis. Think Jack Reacher in space! You can get your hands on Book 1 now.

      
        
        Orion Axis

      

        

      
        Tilted Axis - Book 1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT SEAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Sean McLachlan is an archaeologist who has excavated in the Middle East, Europe, and the United States. Now a full-time writer, he specializes in history, travel, and fiction. He won the 2013 Society of American Travel Writers Award for his Iraq reportage. He’s traveled to more than 30 countries, interviewing nomads in Somaliland, climbing to clifftop monasteries in Ethiopia, studying Crusader castles in Syria, and exploring caves in his favorite state of Missouri.

      Sean is the author of numerous works of fiction and history. Fans of David Ryker might be interested in his Toxic World post-apocalyptic series and his Trench Raiders World War One action novels. For a complete list, check out his Amazon author’s page. You can also follow him on Facebook and his quarterly newsletter Sean’s Travel and Tales. Every issue includes a travel article, short story, and a coupon for a free or discounted ebook. Your information will never be shared.
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