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  A Cry for Help


   


  Take our children to the stars.


  Reva’s vision swam, and the voices of the collective sounded in her mind all at once. In her delirium, it was difficult to separate her own thoughts from theirs. Only the pain grounded her—a throbbing, burning pain that ran from the top of her spine to the back of her legs.


  “Stars of Earth!”


  “Medic! Medic!”


  “Where?”


  “Over here!”


  She was dimly aware of hands reaching under her, lifting her by her shoulders and placing her face-up on an improvised stretcher. A mask was fitted over her face, and the light-headedness that followed did wonders to dull the pain. 


  Her awareness passed outward, away from herself to the rest of the collective. Noah, Mara, Isaac, Aaron, Tomas, Cicero, and more than a dozen others were all watching her in horror, waiting for her to say that she was all right.


  Hang in there, Reva.


  What’s going on?


  It’s Gulchina. It has to be.


  A bolt of panic ripped through her like a gunshot. She could still remember the curtains of worldfire that had blanketed Star’s End, sterilizing all life and obliterating the planet’s surface. The cries of the ancient, alien overmind reached out to her, now dead at the pirate queen’s hands.


  The oxygen worked quickly, clouding her mind and dulling her panic with a vague sense of euphoria. When it cleared, she found herself in a well-lit, windowless room with light fixtures hanging from a half-pipe ceiling. She squinted as her eyes adjusted. The din of frantic voices met her ears, and she saw people running about wearing white scrubs and face masks. Their attention was focused on the people around her, laying down.


  A distant explosion sent another tremor through the floor, shaking Reva to her very bones. For a few brief seconds, everything became quiet. The activity picked up again quickly, however, and soon many more people were being wheeled into the room.


  It’s a makeshift hospital. They probably converted one of the underground tunnels.


  At least the bombardment hasn’t killed everyone yet.


  The Edenians were smart. They upgraded their planetary defense systems after the Battle of Troya.


  Those defenses won’t last forever though.


  Once again, Reva closed her eyes. Part of her yearned to get up and help, but there was little she could do.


  Take an inventory of your injuries, Reva. How bad are they?


  No, not now. She should rest.


  A nurse in purple scrubs was going from person to person, comforting the injured. Reva followed her progress with passing curiosity. Would she still smile like that if she knew Reva was the reason all this was happening? That Gulchina would kill everyone on the planet just to make sure Reva died?


  She still remembered Gulchina’s promise, speaking directly to her as she tortured Jebe to death. Gulchina’s erstwhile sergeant dangling from his wrists, his body broken and bleeding. Gulchina had looked into Jebe’s eyes as if they were Reva’s—as well they were, through the telepathic bond of the collective.


  “Wherever you go, I will hunt you. Whomever you befriend, I will kill. Neither I, nor my men, nor the generations that succeed me shall ever show you mercy. You are a plague on our inheritance, and I swear with an eternal oath that we will exterminate you.” 


  Reva reached out to the collective for comfort, but there was none. Even Isaac had no solace to offer her.


  It was Aaron who broke the telepathic silence.


  Reva, I’m the one who found you frozen on that dead Outworld colony. I’m the one who convinced Isaac to rescue you. When the Imperials seized your cryotank, I swore I would do all I could to get you back. I haven’t forgotten that promise. We will come to Edenia, and we will save you.


  The nurse approached Reva, her wan smile betraying her ignorance. Reva closed her eyes and willed the darkness of sleep to envelop her.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Isaac shivered, and not just from the chill air of the Merope-7’s cryodeck. He looked from Aaron, still wrapped in nothing but a towel, to Mara, dressed in her dark gray officer’s uniform. As all of their minds were melded into the collective, it wasn’t difficult to tell that the same thing was on all of their minds.


  “What do we do now?” he asked aloud.


  “We put some food in Captain Deltana’s stomach and get him to the showers,” Mara said matter-of-factly. “Edenia is several parsecs away. Whatever’s happening with Reva, we’re not going to save her in the next ten minutes.”


  She gave Aaron a pointed look, preemptively cutting off the argument that he was already forming in his mind. In spite of their dire circumstances, Isaac couldn’t help but smile.


  “Mara has a point, Aaron. You just woke up from cryo. Better take some time to recover.”


  “All right, but I expect to see you two on the command deck in half an hour. That’s an order.”


  Aren’t you technically the one in command of the Merope-7, Mara?


  Not anymore. However, I am Aaron’s superior officer now. With the advantage the telepathic bond gives us, he’ll resume his command on the Merope-7, and I’ll move my flagship to the Merope-3.


  Aaron looked at them both in confusion, but Mara saluted him before he could formulate a question. He weakly returned it.


  “Take one of these before you go, Captain. Your stomach will thank me later.”


  Mara handed him a nutrition bar, which he reluctantly accepted. Once he was gone, she keyed the control panel, and the robotic loading arm groaned as it moved to secure the empty cryotank in storage along the wallside rack. She turned to Isaac.


  “How are you doing?”


  “Well enough,” Isaac muttered.


  “Are you sure?”


  There was more to her question than a commanding officer’s concern for the welfare of her men. When he looked into her mind, he saw a young woman who was tired of playing soldier, yet had carried that role for so long that she didn’t know how to play anything else. Their eyes met, and her hand brushed innocently against his. Nothing would have made her happier in that moment than for him to take it.


  I can’t, Mara.


  Why not?


  I told you already. It isn’t right.


  We’ve all had an emotional dayshift. It’s natural to crave human contact.


  Perhaps, but I’m a married man now.


  It’s just an innocent gesture. I don’t think Reva would mind if she were awake to see it.


  That doesn’t make it a good idea.


  “How long do we have before Edenia II falls to the bombardment?” he asked, changing the subject.


  She sighed heavily, her face a mask to both of them. “I don’t know. The planetary defenses should stop the worst of it, but if they start using mass drivers—”


  “—or jump in some rocks from Edenia’s asteroid belt—”


  “Exactly. We probably have three or four dayshifts before the planet is totally slagged. By the time Admiral Achilles learns of the bombardment and musters the fleet—”


  “—Reva and everyone else on the surface will be dead.”


  Mara nodded grimly. “In other words, mission accomplished.”


  Wait, Achilles is in charge of the Confederate Fleet now? What happened to the rest of High Command?


  That was Aaron, reaching out to them from the showers.


  “How long has Aaron been under the ice?” Isaac asked.


  “Ever since Gulchina left you and Reva at Star’s End,” Mara answered.


  “So, only the last few months?”


  “A lot has happened since then.” To all of us.


  Can you guys see me when I’m showering like this? ’Cause if you can, that’s kind of weird.


  Mara grinned, while Isaac rolled his eyes. 


  Yes, Aaron. You’ll just have to get used to it.


  What’s this place you call Star’s End? Where’s the Medea, and why is Isaac on the Merope-7?


  It’s a long story. We’ll bring you up to speed when we have time.


  “There’s something else to consider,” Mara continued. “Admiral Noah’s mission to Gaia Nova is still ongoing, and until that’s complete, the fleet is needed on the frontier. Admiral Achilles may not be able to spare us any reinforcements.”


  “And even if he can, if we call for them now, he’ll wonder how we learned about the bombardment so soon.”


  “Right. He doesn’t know about the collective yet. Besides our little battle group, no one in the fleet does.”


  Isaac turned away from her and began to pace.


  “So what do you think we should do?”


  “Reva is the mother-queen. Without her, the collective falls into chaos, right?”


  “I don’t know,” he answered. “I don’t think any of us know.”


  “Well, Reva dying can’t be good for the rest of us. Gulchina must think so, too, or she wouldn’t be so intent on killing her.”


  “That much is probably true.”


  “Then we have no choice,” said Mara. “We have to go after Reva.”


  She’s right, Isaac. Every moment we wait, more people on Edenia II die.


  Isaac frowned. “Are you sure?”


  “If we strike now, we’ll have the element of surprise.”


  “That’s not true, Mara. Gulchina isn’t stupid. She knows about the collective, she knows that Noah was part of it, and we don’t know how much she pulled out of him in that interrogation.”


  Unfortunately, Specialist Deltana is right, Commodore.


  That was Admiral Noah, reaching out to them from the Merope-4, somewhere in the Coreward Stars. He was less than a week out from Gaia Nova and his assignment to seek an audience with the emperor. Isaac and Mara had been following his progress with interest, but now it seemed they’d have much less time for that.


  “We don’t even have the whole frigate group,” said Isaac. “Just us, the Merope-3, and the Merope-9.”


  “And the corvettes.”


  “Yes, but what good are corvettes against a battlecruiser?”


  This isn’t the time for caution, Isaac. The Edenians can’t hold out forever—and as soon as they get overwhelmed, this whole thing is over!


  That would be Aaron, ever eager to risk it all on the first hand. Perhaps he was right, but Isaac didn’t want to lose everything on a reckless opening play.


  “Your brother is right,” said Mara. “If we’re going to save Edenia II, we need to take decisive action now, before their defenses fall.”


  He looked into Mara’s eyes and saw the same resolve as his brother’s, if tempered somewhat by her calculating mind.


  “What about the reinforcements?” he asked.


  Can’t you see, Isaac? We are the reinforcements! Only by moving quickly can we strike an effective blow.


  Isaac seriously doubted that. Even so, it wasn’t like he had any better ideas. 


  “All right,” he agreed. “Let’s move out as soon as we can.”


  Mara smiled. Without thinking, she gave him a hug. He froze, unsure how to respond, and in the awkwardness that followed she let go of him. 


  Sorry, Isaac. It’s been one hell of a dayshift.


  “Better take care of your arm,” he said, nodding toward her gunshot wound. “It’s starting to act up again.”


  “It is? I hadn’t noticed.”


  He blushed. Sensing his uneasiness, Mara left. A thousand questions swarmed his mind, but he didn’t press her with any of them, and she didn’t volunteer any answers.


  What’s going on, Isaac?


  That was his brother. He sighed and shook his head. The door hissed shut, leaving him alone on the cryodeck.


  It’s not what it looks like, Aaron. 


  What do you mean? Is there something it’s not supposed to look like?


  It’s a long story.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Attention all hands, abandon ship. Repeat, abandon ship!”


  The order came as little surprise to Ayesha Bint Hasan Al-Hasani. She’d learned of the orbital bombardment through her cybernetic implants almost as soon as it had begun. In a matter of seconds, she’d scoured the local planetnet and found that the attacking fleet was led by a battlecruiser with the same specs as the Starfire, a Gaian Imperial battlecruiser that had fallen into the hands of the infamous Outworld pirate band known as Gulchina’s Marauders. How such an enormous ship had come into the pirates’ possession was a fascinating story, full of holes and unanswered questions, but she had no time to delve into it.


  The shouts and yells of the other members of the crew broke her out of her cybernetic trance. As easy it was to lose herself in the sea of data, now was not the time. She set her subroutines to run beneath her consciousness and focused on the task at hand.


  The freight shuttle’s pilot had foolishly flown into the orbit of the Tamerlane, one of Gulchina’s forward attack ships. Whether it was sheer stupidity or simply a naïve mistake, Ayesha was now less than a minute away from being shot out of the sky. Her crewmates were running for the escape pods on the lower deck, and her pocket AI quickly told her that this was the only course of action with any probability of success.


  She ducked through the hatchway and followed them down the steep metal stairwell, into the windowless corridor that ran between engineering and the cargo hold. Even with her long black hair tied back to hide her implants, she stood out among the burly roughnecks. The only other woman on the shuttle was the navigator, a post that Ayesha had purposefully turned down. She preferred the anonymity of working below decks.


  Right now, though, her crewmates were too panicked to notice her or care. She squeezed through them to get to one of the escape chutes and used the handholds to dive into it headfirst.


  She landed in the escape pod moments later, the floor and walls quickly conforming to her petite body. The hatch had already sealed behind her. The coffin-sized spacecraft held just enough fuel and oxygen to get her planetside, its only landing gear a parachute.


  A distant explosion rattled her teeth, and the pop-pop of disembarking escape pods sounded through the bulkheads. Her pocket AI told her to wait, though—her odds of survival climbed from 16.4% to 53.2% if she let the others go first. She gripped the piloting controls on either side of the small display and keyed the launch sequence to manual as the pod’s diagnostics flashed across the screen. After counting to ten, she launched.


  The pod shot out of the tube like a bullet, slamming her hard against the internal cushioning. Proximity alarms blared in her ear—wreckage from the battle, no doubt. Her pocket AI quickly analyzed the chaos on her display and charted a course through the worst of it. Her stomach screamed bloody murder as she maneuvered, but she ignored the bodily pain and willed the data to swallow her.


  The freight shuttle blew apart in a soundless explosion behind her. Only three other pods had made it out of the fray, and the pirates’ fighter drones were quickly turning on them now. She nosed down and abruptly cut all systems, including life support. With luck, the enemy would register her as debris.


  You don’t deserve to live. 


  The voice cut through the ocean of data like a laser. Until this moment, Ayesha hadn’t felt any fear. Now, though, it began to pull at her, like a pit in the bottom of her stomach. Her hands began to shake.


  You’re a whore and a traitor. This is where you should die.


  She ran her fingers over the tattoo of the Gaian Imperial insignia on her arm. If she could erase that tattoo by scratching it out, she would already have done so. Far more damning, though, was the memory of New Constantine, capital world of the New Pleiades, its surface bathed in fire and slag.


  Above it all, she saw the face of Samson, the Outworld double agent she’d failed to turn. She felt as if she were covered in human excrement as she remembered the way he’d fucked her.


  She took a deep breath, which was probably more oxygen than she could afford. It did little to calm her. Desperate for a distraction, she cycled to the map that showed her trajectory. The freight shuttle had been on approach to the spaceport at Terranova City, Edenia II’s largest planetside settlement. With her current trajectory, she was set to make planetfall 24.5 kilometers from the city center. But a nuclear warhead had detonated a few kilometers southward, destroying most of the above-ground structures. Only a few outlying communities had survived.


  With nothing else to do, she calculated a course for the settlement that had taken the least damage. It was an arboretum, built by the sect of New Earthers that had initially colonized the planet. Several domes had been destroyed, but the other structures were mostly intact.


  At that moment, something flashed out of jumpspace a couple of hundred klicks above her. Her first thought was that another warship had joined the battle, but on closer analysis she realized it was a small asteroid. It briefly lit up like a stone in a torrent of water, briefly alighting upon contact with the atmosphere before impacting the surface. Although it missed any of the major settlements, the collision turned the surface to red-hot slag and threw up an order of magnitude more debris than the space battle had generated.


  Ayesha frowned. With the pirates bombarding the planet with jumped-in asteroids, Edenia II didn’t stand a chance.


  Good. You deserve to die here with them.


  Her palms were slick and sweat beaded uncomfortably on her forehead. Pushing the voices out of her mind, she checked the starmap and saw that the drone swarms were returning to the Tamerlane. In thirty-seven seconds, she’d be far enough out of range to switch the escape pod’s systems back on. Twenty seconds later, she’d hit atmosphere.


  Behind her, the wreckage of the freight shuttle formed a rapidly expanding debris field that would fall across the entire hemisphere of the hazy yellow world below. As far as she could tell, she was the only survivor.


  You’re worthless.


  She clenched her teeth and gripped the controls until her knuckles were white and she lost all sensation in her fingers.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Isaac closed his eyes and tried, once again, to reach out to Reva. She drifted in and out of consciousness, sometimes answering him, sometimes reaching out to the others. From what little he had managed to glimpse through her eyes so far, she was still in the ad hoc field hospital beneath the arboretum. Her pain had diminished, which was one good sign at least. But it was still difficult to know anything for sure.


  Isaac? Are you there?


  I’m here, Reva. How are you holding up?


  Well enough for now. As for the future…


  He did his best to calm her, thinking back to their time on the Temujin. They had faced many challenges, but they had also shared some moments of tenderness. He tried to focus on those.


  It’s all right, Isaac. I know you don’t really love me.


  What are you talking about?


  I admire your sense of loyalty—I really do. But the truth is you only married me out of duty and guilt.


  He bit his lip, unsure how to respond. There was no sense denying it, since she would know that was a lie. Instead, he looked inward, searching for what portion of the truth he could use to answer her.


  That doesn’t mean I can’t learn to love you. For our child’s sake, I promise that I will. 


  I’m sorry for dragging you into this, Isaac.


  Don’t think that way. There’s no sense in dwelling on our mistakes.


  You mean my mistakes.


  He didn’t know how to answer that.


  You have needs, Isaac. You’ve denied them for so long that you aren’t fully aware of them, but I am.


  What are you saying?


  Without really intending to, he found himself thinking of Mara. She was in her quarters, packing her few belongings in preparation for the transfer to the Merope-3. If she was following his conversation with Reva, it was only tangentially.


  You two have a lot more in common than you and I do. If I die here, perhaps it will be for the best.


  Don’t think that way, Reva. I promise, I will do everything in my power to rescue you. Then
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