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        Ferekon

        Supreme Military Commander Falaru

      

      

      Data from the Anirii fleet scrolled across the screens embedded in Supreme Commander Falaru’s cabin walls. The most powerful officer ever to lead the Anirii military fought for control as emotions flared. It was the sight of the losses suffered in the most recent engagement that threatened to undo the supreme military commander’s iron self-control.

      Rising up to full height, the gray-furred Anirii officer coughed a curse. Already, the powerful warrior’s vinegar musk and heat saturated the cabin interior, making clear to any who dared enter the extent of the fury engulfing their leader.

      Somehow, Ship 407 of Thakrun, nearly the equal of the flagship Ship 403 of Hygari, had been disabled by the human fleet.

      A bitter, foul taste polluted Falaru’s saliva; it was the result of panic and fear, emotions unknown in a long life that had only experienced success after success.

      Black nails raked the deck as the commander stalked the cabin interior, a sound that would no doubt terrify those who had long ago been conquered by the powerful species. After all, those conquered subjects knew the price to be paid for displeasing their superiors.

      The target of such displeasure right now wasn’t a conquered species, though.

      It was the humans, the prize intended for the conquering fleet once it had finished its assignment here on Ferekon. Reclaim what had been part of the empire during the glory days before turning attention to the more tantalizing morsels humans presented.

      Slaughtering the hard-shelled and inscrutable Oranians must come before any other pleasures and plunders, unfortunately.

      Yet it was the humans who had reentered the Ferekon system without being detected, had struck back at the task force sent out to obliterate them, and had sent that task force running.

      The supreme commander raked a powerful hand across an imagined human face, the idealized fleshy target an amalgam of several of the weak and flimsy beings encountered during years parading as a diplomat. It was easy to imagine tearing open a stunted neck or drinking hot, salty blood or snapping off some ample bit of flesh to bolt down uncooked and unseasoned.

      Better the old ways, to dispatch an enemy and feast on the captured. Progress was a poison that sapped the strength and purity from the Anirii.

      Purity.

      The thought of being who they were meant to be, a true product of their evolution, sent a chill through Falaru’s body that tickled the embedded circuitry.

      Thankfully, the embarrassing clan that had so weakened and humiliated the once-great people would soon be only a memory, its allies beaten into submission and subsumed into the new power structure.

      But for now, there were tactical failures to diagnose and absorb.

      Falaru brought the worst of the fury under control and connected to the ship’s bridge. “The updates on the task force casualties have arrived?”

      In the connection’s video, a young officer showed the proper deference before looking at something the camera couldn’t capture. “Supreme Military Commander Falaru wishes to know all details?”

      “A half-brained breeder carried you to birth? The details!”

      The young officer repeated the displays of reverence, adding symbols of contrition to the act, to include sinking almost out of sight. “The latest reports to include summary and detail aspects reside in the supreme military commander’s records. Please forgive failings that manifest during service. All loyalty to the supreme military commander.”

      Such incompetence was too great a distraction for Falaru, something to be dealt with later.

      The supreme military commander closed the connection and accessed the latest updates to the reports.

      And regret followed almost immediately.

      Mixed in among the damage reports and casualty assessments were updates on the Ferekon planetary situation. While Falaru would have preferred not to become entangled in that disaster just yet, the data couldn’t be ignored.

      Slowly, then more quickly, the disastrous situation became clearer.

      Light armor used by human warriors had been inserted into the hidden encampment intended to strike the Oranians, using paths less patrolled, which the monitoring sensors somehow circumvented. The initial reports weren’t as painful to read as they were embarrassing. Ground Commander Ashaka had placed trust in less-experienced leaders to manage perimeter security. No doubt that had been a concession to the motley assemblage of clans come together for the hasty conquest effort, but it was no excuse. Some group had penetrated the sensors—unlikely it had been humans after their hasty retreat from the planet—and that had left the encampment’s hindquarters exposed to assault.

      More data would trickle in from the planetary forces eventually, but communications had for now degenerated into nothing but static. Star Wraiths would have to be scrambled to provide support for Ashaka’s forces, but only after stabilizing the fleet situation.

      Resources had at some point become a problem.

      Falaru’s digestive system protested, and any thought of further self-denial of sustenance evaporated.

      As supreme military commander, sacrifice would have to fall to others.

      While still reviewing the summaries, Falaru ordered food brought to the cabin. Readying for the meal meant sitting down and driving out anger.

      It was a good idea, but with each new report on the task force’s performance, anger returned, until the individual delivering the food gasped in fear and dropped to all fours, pushing forward the sizzling bowl of meat. Although the lower-class servant exposed its neck for punishment, the act was performed with a stiffness that betrayed just how terrible Falaru must appear.

      The supreme military commander seized the bowl, coughed and growled orders that sent the servant away, then returned to the spot on the warm floor where calm had proved elusive. Ignoring the stinging heat of the meat strips, Falaru gobbled them down, imagining they had been cut from the flesh of their enemies.

      But are they taken from those we have slaughtered?

      Thinking of such an appropriate meal produced a pleased look on the commander’s features, a curl of the thin strips of flesh humans called “lips,” running along the bottom and top of the Anirii’s mouth. Skin along what the humans described as a “snout” crinkled, and digestive juices gurgled beneath the heavily muscled, gray-furred flesh, in organs deep in the commander’s gut.

      But the spiced meat strips, while filling and tasty, couldn’t long distract from the terrible news accumulating in the reports.

      Another update had slipped in without Falaru’s notice, and it was even more dire. Ship 210 of Karlak had been dispatched shortly after hostilities had begun with the combined fleet, its mission to destroy Crossroads 4.

      But the ship had gone silent, its last Q-com transmission a mysterious and indecipherable garbled mess embedded in the report.

      Falaru couldn’t abide mysteries, especially when they involved forces that belonged to the supreme military commander.

      Without thinking, Falaru opened the embedded communique…

      …and immediately regretted doing so.

      Squeals and chirps came from the display, the sounds as much in the cybernetics implanted just beneath the skin as ringing in the cabin air. Instantly, the sounds multiplied, sending a tingle through the Anirii’s limbs. Uncontrollable spasms ran through areas with machine enhancements until the commander’s entire body convulsed. Spicy meat, only minutes ago gulped down, came back up in explosive gasps and growls.

      Imagery that made no sense flashed behind eyes long ago upgraded with advanced devices. Sensations extended beyond the visual until the cabin no longer existed, and Falaru felt adrift in space.

      All around, darkness sucked heat and life from everything.

      This was Fold Space, a place that didn’t really exist, yet machines raced through the depths, connected across the vast, imaginary distances. The same unknowable chirps and squeals flowed from one machine to the next instantaneously.

      Abruptly, the image disappeared, and Falaru was again in the cabin.

      Lights flickered, and strange warbles came from the displays. Voices like thunder clapped and boomed, and the impossible feeling of being forever in Fold Space returned.

      Falaru lurched upward, wiping drool and vomit from wet fur gone tacky.

      Something was wrong.

      The warrior shuddered and rose on weak limbs. Stinging, sour juices burned a throat long ago hardened against injury. A few coughs, and the pain lessened, but the bitter taste remained. “Bridge, this is Supreme Military Commander Falaru.”

      A new series of sounds rode along with the other noises until meaningful words finally came through from a bridge officer. “Ship 403 of Hygari experiences computer attacks, Supreme Military Commander. Systems cycle on and off. Weapons seek lock-on despite input to prevent such an act.”

      Even before the computer system attack, the fleet had been in no condition to engage the enemy. Best to wait until the humans were gone before agitating the Oranians. Yet the weapons acted as if remotely controlled.

      Falaru ordered the weapons systems taken offline until the problem could be resolved.

      That problem, though…

      Falaru couldn’t ignore what the embedded file had done when activated. Like many weapons, anyone else opening the attachment might have found nothing but a strange noise. Aboard the flagship and gifted with credentials to the most sensitive systems, the supreme military commander would be the perfect target. It was possible that was the reason for the attachment’s creation in the first place.

      Static became a background hiss, a new component in the cybernetic implants that were such an integral part of life not only for a senior commander but for the rank and file. If such an annoyance were to spread…

      Pride warred with fear until Falaru activated the connection to the bridge with an angry slap, connecting to the same youthful crew member who had proved so incompetent before. That crew member again showed proper obeisance. “Supreme Military Commander.”

      “The origins of the report on Ship 210 of Karlak?”

      “The report relayed by the ruling members of the home world?”

      It was the worst possibility. “And the attachment? Proper scans confirmed its safety?” Scans someone of Falaru’s rank could rightfully assume had been run, or so the argument would be made, if necessary.

      From the crew member’s hesitation, Falaru had the answer. Frightened explanations offered nothing more than excuses.

      Vulnerable after the attack, confused, and still unsure of what had happened on the planet below, what remained of earlier confidence about the Anirii supremacy in all matters slowly crumbled.

      This wasn’t the work of the Oranians, who wielded technology like a bludgeon rather than a surgical blade. Nor was it the work of the humans, who might be clever enough for such a tactic but would have to wait for a day that wouldn’t come, a day when their grasp of technology might sufficiently expand to match those who would obliterate them.

      Perhaps the devious Gythal had stumbled upon an old vulnerability in their masters’ security and had waited until now to take advantage of it.

      The idea seemed likely.

      Falaru bypassed the bridge and attempted a direct Q-com connection to the most reliable of supporters among the many responsible for not just the recent promotion to Supreme Military Commander but the assignment as Third of Plasak that made the promotion inevitable.

      Blocky artifacts fractalized across the display while the systems attempted complex handshakes that should have ensured security, including filtering dangerous attachments. Ghostly howls whispered across circuitry and spread into flesh.

      Symbols tracked, some dripping blood, until the connection completed.

      A young aide stared back at Falaru. “Supreme Military Command—” The youthful visage of deep-gray hair and pale eyes dissolved into pixelated nightmares.

      Certain it was the attachment infection, Falaru started to disconnect, freezing when the young aide’s face reconstituted. Confusion tightened the aide’s unscarred features. “Commander?”

      “Hakani is available?”

      The aide looked away, not bothering to show respect or fear. “Hakani fell to insurgent terrorism before last sunrise.”

      That wasn’t possible. Hakani’s cohort had been the cleverest and most cautious of all clan members and allies. “This happened how?”

      “Sedition. Betrayal. Many died.” The aide’s chin came up, and a proud defiance bloomed in the pale eyes that had moments before been filled with shame and fear. “New alliances and coalitions form. Power consolidates further with each traitorous act.”

      Falaru clamped down the obvious retort, knowing that to point out greater power would not have allowed such a bold strike risked alienating these newly forming factions. “A report on Ship 210 of Karlak carried a system attack embedded within. The fleet suffers integrity losses. The report originated from⁠—”

      But the aide’s defiant growl said those on the home world already knew. “The renegades exploited the attack. System purges protect us now.”

      System purges. The fleet would be vulnerable for hours while the support staff restored functional backups. In any other situation, it would have been faster to simply take every ship offline at the same time and risk the short window of vulnerability while everything restored to a pristine state.

      Perhaps that was the only choice, risking an attack in that tight frame.

      Or…

      Falaru couldn’t float the idea of retreat, not without knowing supporters remained in the new power structure. “Should the fleet redeploy to ensure security at home before returning to destroy the old enemy?”

      The youthful Anirii aide yipped, a dismissive sound. “Counterinsurgency begins even before the new rulership has been settled. Enemy combatants face public execution. Protestors face the same fate. Warships stolen by the enemy are even now being hunted down and destroyed. The end draws near.”

      Warships stolen? Such a thing requires great knowledge and coordination.

      Any questions about this new development disappeared when a message came through from the bridge, finally providing the latest updates on Ground Commander Ashaka.

      Falaru couldn’t believe the news, even after confirming its authenticity.

      Video showed a blinding globe of light, then another, then a third and fourth.

      Nuclear weapons.

      The warheads would have been small, tactical, but the valley captured by the video couldn’t be mistaken.

      Hope for a continued stalemate against the Oranians evaporated.

      A supplementary update followed, warning that the combined fleet led by the humans no longer fled the system.

      Cold anger mixed with dread, creating a bitter foulness to Falaru’s digestive fluids, a taste worse than the still-clinging vomit. If the combined fleet remained in the area, they could close within hours and begin attacks on vulnerable ships, and there would be no stopping even the feeble weapons of the humans and their allies.

      Falaru offered a few hopeful comments to the youthful aide and disconnected, considering for a moment before again reaching out to the bridge. “Order immediate system restores throughout the fleet. No delays. Minimal downtime.”

      When the crew member seemed ready to protest, Falaru bared fangs. “By order of Supreme Military Commander.”

      Another show of contrition closed the call.

      Raging against the terrible sense of powerlessness, Falaru disconnected.

      And in the quiet of the empty cabin, the supreme military commander roared a challenge to any and all.
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        Ferekon

        Lieutenant Avery Shetty

      

      

      Although he’d only spent a short period of his life on Ferekon’s alien surface, Lieutenant Avery Shetty found the place had become a part of him. The way his boots crunched through the hard-packed snow and the icy air found its way through his winter camouflage combat uniform and heavy thermals to clamp onto his bones just felt natural. Even the strange, musty smell that seemed to rise from the frozen ground made him feel, if not at home, then at least not like an unwelcome intruder on the remote world. He rubbed snot away from his upper lip with the knuckles of a gloved hand and sniffled, distractedly accepting a steaming aluminum container of roka from the man standing to his left, Sergeant Emil Weld. Shetty exulted in the warmth flowing through his gloves before returning his attention to the unbroken blanket of white covering the ground as far as he could see.

      Weld held his own partly sealed drink container up for a sip of the steaming contents—coffee from the smell—and blinked his hazel eyes against the biting cold. His olive skin was normally lighter than Shetty’s golden brown, but the biting wind had reddened exposed flesh, and Weld had rubbed a dark ointment onto the raw areas. “The heater’s working in your habitat unit.”

      “Thanks.” Although Shetty would have loved to curl up in a blanket and stretch out on a bunk for a nap just then, the situation wouldn’t allow for that. “How’s everyone doing?”

      “You mean when they’re not bitching about the conditions?”

      Despite his own misery, Shetty grinned. “Hard to believe we volunteered for this, isn’t it?”

      The sergeant muttered something into his drink, sniffled, and spat a brown-stained mucus thread onto the ground. “You’re sure of this, you and the admiral?”

      It was the sort of question that had no answer, and Weld knew it.

      Still, Shetty sighed, his breath for a moment more scented by the hot drink than the toxic disaster blooming in his gut. One of the reasons for him talking to Weld in the brutal weather was to keep from inflicting on his friend the worsening fish smell that had become so overpowering, even with the tailored antiperspirant and body wash provided by the fleet’s medical staff.

      Another reason was that the young lieutenant needed an excuse to explain away his shivering, the product of crushing anxiety and fear.

      Am I sure, Emil? This is war, and it has only been a disaster so far.

      Rather than respond to the question, Shetty sipped a mouthful of the honey-sweetened drink, cupping the hot fluid with his tongue before slowly swallowing it down. Consuming scalding tea had been a historical problem for people in his family when they’d lived on Earth, especially the men who had huddled in tea shops at the end of the day to share news and opinions. All the damage done by such ill-advised consumption of high-temperature fluids was believed to have led to esophageal cancer, explaining many deaths.

      But Shetty doubted that disease would be what killed him. If an Anirii claw or Oranian pincer or, mercifully, a railgun round didn’t kill him, he was pretty sure the thing growing in his abdomen would…

      …and soon.

      Weld rubbed the tip of his heavy nose, something he proudly associated with his mother’s Arabic heritage, the same as his thick, dark hair and full lips, when he talked about home. “You have everyone’s support, you know.”

      “You mean except for the colonel’s.”

      A grimace contorted Weld’s face, and he glanced at the landing strip where Colonel Richard Juarez had landed earlier, strutting from his shuttle as if a conquering field marshal come to view the broken enemy offering surrender. Fortunately, the visit had been short, and Juarez had returned to the Achaemenid after delivering platitudes and grudgingly acknowledging Shetty’s role as ground commander of the Marine forces.

      The bull-necked commander of the fleet’s last remaining Kedraalian Marines would never accept Shetty as an officer, but he had no say in the matter, and it had been Admiral Thiessen who’d sent the colonel down to the planet.

      Weld bowed his head against the chill. “It’s the admiral’s support that matters.”

      “You’re right.” Support was good, but what Shetty needed was to have everyone’s belief. “But he still thinks the Oranians could betray us.”

      “Couldn’t they?”

      ”If they were going to, they would have already raided our camp. We don’t have the numbers to stop them.”

      “I know.”

      They all knew.

      But like Weld, everyone felt on edge around the crablike aliens, the collective focus inevitably fixing on the aliens’ deadly pincers that could easily snip a human apart, regardless of combat armor. Worse than the strange appearance of the inscrutable species was their movement—so very quick but also unnatural, twitchy and with strange angles, the end result like a combination of Earth’s arachnids and crabs.

      But those uncanny differences were nothing compared to the gap in technological capabilities. Through a combination of force fields and armor, the Oranian dreadnoughts orbiting Ferekon were almost impervious to Kedraalian Navy weapons. Even Anirii ships, which were nearly as advanced in their own way, didn’t seem to have the firepower to damage their ancient enemy’s huge vessels.

      On the ground, the Oranians fielded variations of a mechanized armored unit, many of them towering and armed with plasma weapons, railguns, flamethrowers, and more.

      As a means of death, pincers were no worse than superheated gas, at least when considered rationally.

      Even so, inside his gray-white uniform, Shetty shivered.

      He finished his drink in silence, enjoying its warmth and sweetness, at least until his stomach protested. Roka was easier on his digestion than coffee or tea, but not by much. “I’ll be talking with Kolak in a bit.”

      “Fifteen minutes, assuming you want to be prompt.”

      Weld could always be counted on for his focus on the details. It was an attribute Shetty leaned hard upon with his body degenerating like it was, inevitably taking his mind with it. That mind had once been Shetty’s hope and pride, a chance at a bright future.

      No more.

      Several days on, and the young officer had no better grip on the aliens who had proposed an alliance with the same humans whose many diplomatic advances over the years they had rejected. Nothing hinted that the alliance was a ruse, but that was how betrayal worked: Lead the enemy on as long as possible before striking them down.

      Figures came out of one of the habitats the Marines had erected for themselves and for the Koluush skirmishers who had stayed on the planet. The catlike aliens had no love or trust of the Oranians, but they absolutely loathed the Anirii and insisted they remain on the planet until their wolflike enemies had been driven off or slain.

      Shetty sighed. Ancient hatreds weren’t conducive to smart execution of the war. “I can’t put this off any longer, I guess.”

      Weld wished his friend well, saluting him even though Shetty had barely grown used to his battlefield commission, something unlikely to outlive him by long. He bent his head and marched toward the building where his counterpart would meet with him, a facility that had the same sort of design as the building where Shetty had been imprisoned and…

      Torture didn’t quite capture what he’d undergone, although a part of him felt it actually had been torture. Ignoring the infection or sickness or whatever that had nearly killed him while under Oranian power, something had been done to him that had at least made possible his current condition.

      Yeah, they tortured me.

      Worse than that experience, though, was the cancer-like disease overtaking him now. If he were to ever be able to get a Q-com connection with Gerda again, she would no doubt remind him that the aliens had indirectly infected her as well.

      In that moment, he badly wanted the Bulldog pilot there with him. She could see him through the uncertainty plaguing him, even if she couldn’t do the same for herself.

      Someone called his name, and the young lieutenant glanced up to see Dermot Jeong waving from where he was overseeing a team building out a machine-gun position. The corporal saluted, his teeth bright against the copper-brown of his skin. Jeong was one of the few men noticeably shorter than Shetty, but the corporal had the thick, muscular build of a boxer, a physique not even winter gear could hide. When in the company of the other man, Shetty felt positively scrawny, something made worse by the progressing illness.

      Any other time, he would have gone over to the other man and shared a quick greeting, but Jeong had become a constant source of complaints, even if they weren’t his own. He passed along things the Koluush said that Weld wouldn’t repeat.

      Shetty had enough suspicion of the Oranians without having more piled on.

      What the Kedraalian Republic faced now was an inevitable pivot. Alone or with the assistance of the Galactic League, they lacked the wherewithal to stand up to the Anirii let alone the Oranians. Even if the two ancient enemies pummeled each other until one collapsed, the survivor would almost certainly be too powerful for the diminished combined fleet. Too many fronts demanded too many resources, and the Republic’s two greatest planets—Kedraal and Dramora—had been conquered or annihilated by the Ilijian machine intelligence, a threat that somehow outclassed both the Anirii and Oranians.

      Throwing in with the Oranians was humanity’s only hope.

      With those thoughts weighing him down, Shetty almost missed the crunch of boots and the soft voice calling his name. The swipe of a hand across his left-side peripheral vision finally broke through, and he turned to see Corporal Bel Powell’s eyes go wide.

      She brushed dark-blond hair from her button nose, revealing freckles that stood out against her flushed pale-pink skin. “Wow! Where were you just now?”

      In answer, Shetty twisted to look past her at the other woman matching her pace but keeping her gaze averted. Like him, Chief Warrant Officer Mia Hoang appeared to be absorbed in deep thought despite bending into the biting cold.

      At least they didn’t try to box me in.

      He nodded toward the building where he would meet with his Oranian counterpart. “I’m trying to figure out what to do about the negotiations.”

      “Oh!” Powell’s small mouth made an O of authentic surprise. “Today?”

      “They moved it up a day. They’re ready.” And he couldn’t say no.

      “Okay. Well…” The squad leader looked over at her comrade. “Mia?”

      Hoang snapped out of her distraction a lot more quickly than Shetty had. Unlike Powell, the former Navy engineer wore a gray open-face balaclava, which concealed most of her fine black hair. Her soft-gold skin looked red and irritated in the breeze, and her dark eyes watered even more than Shetty’s. At first, she appeared confused, then she nodded. “The Wolfhounds?”

      Powell brightened. “Yes.”

      “They came down about an hour ago.” Hoang waved in the direction of the landing pad where shuttles and landers had continued to ferry down gear and supplies for the camp since its inception. “They couldn’t get all the upgrades in.” She shrugged.

      Shetty was interested to see what changes had made it into the first batch of machines, but it would have to wait until after the meeting. “How many?”

      “Five. And ammunition.” Hoang thought for a moment, her gaze gone distant. “I could take one out on the tech recovery hunt today.”

      He agreed, although it wasn’t likely to be much of a test of the assault mechanized unit. They already knew the machines could handle the snow just fine, and there wasn’t likely to be any threat in the perimeter area the engineer’s recovery team would search for gear that hadn’t been destroyed by the tactical nuke that had leveled the hidden Anirii camp. Any of the wolflike aliens that had escaped the assault and the missile strikes would have put kilometers between themselves and their demolished base.

      What interested Shetty was the viability of the Wolfhound concept itself, a concern he finally shared with the two women after days of struggling with the near-disastrous assault he’d led.

      It was Powell who answered first, her pixie features screwed up and her gaze cast skyward. “Does it matter? Upgrades or not, we just don’t have the pilots.”

      That was true, and Hoang’s design modifications couldn’t change numbers. Still, the engineer hesitated, her gaze distant again. “Heavier armor, more ammunition, speedier movement. We have to start there. Maybe we can find more pilots when we get back to Kedraalian space.”

      Shetty would have loved to head back to Kedraal to recruit more people from whatever population remained on the Republic’s capital world, but that wasn’t going to happen. “I mean are they viable now. That’s the question.”

      The meaning of his words sank in slowly, and when the engineer understood, she struggled for a moment. “Okay. No. We can’t find enough qualified pilots.”

      “But they give us a better chance against the Anirii.”

      “What, in a support role?” Hoang sniffled and glanced at the Marines building out defenses around the perimeter. “Casualties will be even worse with just infantry.”

      “I know.”

      Hoang lowered her voice. “At least we’ve seen them against the Anirii. With more, maybe even one-on-one? Yeah. But if the Oranians turn against us…?”

      “They won’t. These talks were their idea.”

      His response wasn’t convincing, in part because he wasn’t sure what to make of the Oranians himself. Twice he had spared an Oranian warrior when he’d had an opportunity for an easy kill, and both times, the dangerous aliens had seemed to acknowledge his act. They could actually have treated him worse as a prisoner, something he had no doubt couldn’t be said about the Anirii given that they were known to eat enemy soldiers rather than take prisoners.

      Powell shivered, and the way she stared at the Oranians moving around the area outside the building where Shetty would soon begin his talks, she left no doubt it was the aliens that bothered her, not the cold. “We’re outclassed, aren’t we?”

      Questions about superior enemies were never easy to answer. Shetty could lie and say they’d figured things out, but anyone could see through that. “They have the technological edge, and they have the numbers.”

      “So why bother talking to us?”

      “Maybe they don’t have the numbers they need.”

      “You mean they might ask us to be their shock troops? No thanks.”

      “Bel, I honestly have no idea. They sent me a message, I forwarded it on to the admiral, and now we’ve got these negotiations. Even the colonel is onboard. Beyond that, it’s all speculation.”

      The two women exchanged a look that said they still weren’t convinced. At some point, they had set aside their wildly different personalities and established if not a friendship then a truce. Perhaps it was Powell’s surviving the assault on the Anirii camp, an outcome that had hardened her beyond Shetty’s wildest expectations, that had fixed things. It was also possible Hoang had been humbled after her own brush with death, something that likely had left an indelible imprint on her ego despite the training simulations that had shown everyone how costly the attack would be. Whatever it was, the two now shared quarters and spent most of their time together, and they were beginning to influence one another.

      Shetty came to a stop when they reached the midway point between the Marine camp outer defenses and the first Oranian sentry. He wasn’t going to escort his two comrades any farther without them being approved to draw nearer. As well as he could, he drew himself up, counting on the bulk of his uniform and thermals to make up for his emaciated body and hoping that their not being able to see the strange scabs mingled in with the patches of hair on his scalp would be enough to project authority. He would never tower over anyone, and he was long past feeling like the Marine who had graduated boot camp ready to face any threat, but he had a job to do, and he intended to do it.

      Everyone needed a sense of hope just then, himself included. “Today, we get our first look at what the Oranians want. It could be nothing more than us agreeing to take the fleet and return to our homes. It could be an offer to allow us to die in the name of Oranian power. Let’s just stop worrying until we hear, okay?”

      Hoang mumbled her agreement, and Powell did the same, then they both wished him luck before heading back to the camp entry that faced the small alien outpost. Before his fragile confidence could desert him, Shetty resumed his bent posture and marched toward the Oranian sentry.

      Any chance of negotiating an alliance—his and Admiral Thiessen’s most optimistic outcome—came down to projecting something approaching cockiness. For the Oranians to have extended an offer, there had to be something they saw in the humans.

      All Shetty could do was hope that offer was sincere.
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      Without her realizing it, time had lost meaning to Kara Goode. It felt as if she had become disconnected from the concept, from the effect. As if seen through a glass hazed by eons, reality had become a suggestion in the way of an impressionist’s images rather than a concrete experience to be stored for later retrieval.

      She found herself wandering the passageways of the Sampati, unable to recall how she’d gotten there. Her outfit comprised off-blue hospital scrubs smeared with dried blood and saturated with chemical odors that vaguely triggered thoughts of possibilities.

      Medicine. Detergents. Gore.

      When she paused to consider the garb, she realized it was all she wore and that the blood had soaked through to her flesh beneath, the flakes almost black against the warm gold-brown of her skin. A shape vaguely like that of fingers and a palm print tattooed her belly, and she wondered if some dying person might not have pushed her away to save her or to accept death rather than being rescued.

      Detached memories played through her mind at that point, the effect almost debilitating.

      Decked out in an environment suit, she moved through a passageway damaged by some attack, a section of hull torn open to reveal deep space. Metallic spiders crawled down the corridor, intent on destruction.

      A man in a protective thermal blanket screamed, his face stretched by agony that might have been physical, emotional, or both.

      Alpha. Omega.

      Another man reached a hand out toward her, his face one moment weathered by years but still handsome, the next worn by a life that had ground him down to nothing. Stooped and gray or sporting a little gray and a few wrinkles, his visage refused to hold steady under her scrutiny. No matter how she looked at him, his eyes showed remorse and fear and…love.

      Yes, it was love. She felt the sharp stab of pain remembering that.

      A woman—old and enfeebled but unbroken and proud—glared at another figure, this one of light and power. They stood in a chamber of a size impractical and staggering, the walls and floor of solid gold in many places but otherwise covered in sheets of pearl and inlaid with gems. What should have been an instant of awe transformed into one of sheer terror, though, as the depths of space over this impossible vision tore open to unleash hundreds—thousands—of robot ships and even more mechanical killers.

      Leaning against the bulkhead, Goode pieced together the patchwork events.

      The old woman was Faith Benson, the commander of the Sampati and former Kedraalian prime minister and before that an admiral in the Kedraalian Republic Navy.

      War hero. Politician. Refugee.

      Something…

      A political enemy, Goode recalled. Someone running a rogue operation built to do the job the politicians in power had no interest in doing.

      Umbra.

      With that memory, the others followed for Goode, tumbling like building blocks that have had their foundation compromised.

      She had been with the old man who wasn’t old—Zane Atalay—after he’d rescued her from the sea. There had been a conspiracy, people out to dismantle the intelligence organization she’d worked for—the Group for Strategic Assessment—because…

      …because…

      Because they had uncovered the conspiracy or at least parts of it.

      There had been a plane flying her and a bumbling stooge of a GSA agent to an assignment, and a crash into the ocean, then Zane and a storm.

      The memories piled one on top of another, and Goode had to shake her head to line everything up.

      What she had seen as “the conspiracy” now resolved into the Ilijian threat, the alien intelligent machines that had somehow thrown in with the government supposedly serving the Kedraalian people. As an elite assassin, a genetically engineered Genesis 5, she had been a priority target, to be eliminated at any cost.

      By working together, she and Zane had found a way off Kedraal despite the efforts of the alien automatons and, worse, the attention of the Security and Intelligence Directorate, the government’s much larger rival spy agency.

      Another name came to her at that point, attached to the face of the man screaming in despair: Galen Yao.

      I rescued him…him and his lover. Nina.

      Galen and Nina had been on Faith Benson’s trail, assigned by higher-ups in SAID to kill the former prime minister.

      But the couple had seen through the lies and had escaped.

      Yet another name, a ship, came to her: the Manann.

      That had been a glorified gunship used by SAID Chief Curtis McEwan, who had sacrificed himself to get Galen and Nina free of the Ilijians and Galen’s crazy father, one of the wealthiest men in the Republic.

      Goode drew in a breath, shuddering at the slow reconstruction of time and awareness. In the dim light of the corvette’s passageway, she felt the age of the little vessel. This wasn’t the cream of the Kedraalian fleet. It wasn’t the impressive diplomatic Dove ship with its luxurious appointments. They were aboard an old starship that had undergone its final refurbishment before heading out on some training or patrol deployment that would have seen it through another decade or so before visiting the scrap heap.

      Circumstances had instead turned the ship into a critical component in the fight to save humanity.

      As if she could absorb some of the corvette’s memories simply by probing, Goode pressed her fingers harder against the bulkhead coating. The ballistic- and fire-resistant material covering the underlying metal-and-composite layers didn’t surrender anything more, leaving the GSA assassin to rebuild her memories.

      Step by step, she made her way to the hatch that she was sure separated her from her home in space. Sure enough, the barrier moved aside, while the device that she clasped in her left hand vibrated.

      My computing device.

      Cologne and sweat mixed in the air, and she searched the shadows of the small cabin until she located the scrubs crumpled in a corner.

      Zane’s outfit, she remembered. He was a physician’s assistant.

      His smells unlocked more memories, some of which she would rather had remained hidden away. In the span of months, they had gone from convenient occupants of the same apartment complex to rescuer and fugitive to tentative allies investigating the improbable labyrinth of lies to lovers caught up in the fight against the machines and their allies.

      Only there had been some sort of betrayal that had shattered the trust necessary for a meaningful relationship.

      Goode slipped out of her own scrubs and piled them atop Zane’s, stopping again to study the flaking remnant of bloodstains.

      Damage control teams had rescued her and Galen, the SAID agent, from the wreckage of the corridor just outside the infirmary. They had rescued Nina as well, but that hadn’t been enough.

      Alpha. Omega.

      Those had been Galen’s pathetic, heartbreaking moaned words.

      Something had taken Nina from him, and it was as if his mind had snapped.

      Except Goode thought she had seen that collapse begin even earlier, during the hostage situation that would have broken a lesser man. After nearly killing Nina and one of her black ops teammates, drugged-up SAID agent Suzanna Meza had strapped explosives to herself and used Galen as a human shield, all in the hope of getting to the Sampati’s reactor so that she could destroy the vessel.

      One more cog in the machinery, exploited and discarded in the struggle for primacy.

      Faced with such similarities, there should have been some sort of sympathy or empathy in Goode for the other woman.

      Should have.

      The Genesis 5 assassin felt nothing but contempt for her counterpart.

      Goode slipped into the shower, let the hot water wash away some of the blood, scrubbing much of what remained away with her fingertips and nails. When she worked soap into her skin, the foam turned pink in spots, leaving her to wonder whose blood she had been drenched in.

      As she dried her short black hair with a towel, the memory came to her.

      Others had been wounded in the attack that had breached the Sampati’s hull. While rescuers raced around the ship, repairing the damage done by the Ilijian vessels, she had knelt beside Galen, holding the senior agent’s hand while he struggled with the idea of a universe that no longer had a Nina Kyle in it. Once the breach had been patched and atmosphere pumped back into that section of the vessel, she had helped the SAID agent to the infirmary, where he had been sedated as part of the triage process.

      His physical wounds weren’t life-threatening, but his mind seemed ready to snap.

      Goode’s injuries had been minor, and she had volunteered to help those worse off. Maybe it had been the need to stay close to Zane after watching Galen unravel. Maybe it had been a refusal to walk away from lifesaving efforts instead of killing.

      Or maybe Goode had simply become an automaton herself, reacting instead of acting, until someone had pulled her aside, cut away her gore-soaked clothes, treated her, and sent her back to her cabin to rest.

      Zane. That had been Zane.

      She sat on the bunk, shaking in the gloom of their shared space. This was their home for now, an area that had become a battleground after his confession that he was, as Faith Benson had accused him of being, more than an Umbra asset. He had belonged to…

      Birds came to mind at first, then Goode recalled the exact types: owls and ravens.

      Another conspiracy, and this one had felt like a crushing betrayal.

      Rocking back and forth on the bunk, she wasn’t sure what to make of that sensation. As someone assigned to infiltrate, to trick people into trusting her so that she could kill them, it had seemed the height of treachery to discover that she had completely fallen for Zane’s unlikely sob story about his dead wife and his assignment to watch over the Genesis assassins, sparing her because she was some special snowflake who bucked against the system.

      Now, though…

      Zane had been involved in saving lives after the robots had attacked the Sampati. He had been there, whether the injured were meaningful crew members or kids brought aboard when Faith Benson had led her people onto the vessel.

      Goode pressed a hand over her belly where the bloody print had been, and when she realized it had been a hand smaller than hers, she almost became sick.

      A little girl had been laid out on a litter, spraying far too much blood for someone so small, one leg barely held onto her body by a small strip of sinew and shattered bone. She had been too far along to save, her body already exposed to too much radiation on top of being so grievously injured. Zane had administered a painkiller, and Goode had volunteered to be with the child in the last minutes.

      And that had been when the child had gasped out her worries for her mother, who had been even worse off.

      One of the dead, Goode recalled. Mother and child had looked so much alike.

      Far too quickly, the child had shuddered, let out a soft gasp, then had settled back in peace. A lifetime of experiences had been bypassed, potential unrealized, thanks to the cruel violence of the machines. A chance to build or repair, to create or modify, to love and to be loved—all of those possibilities would never be explored because the family had been funneled into this moment, taking flight aboard the Sampati to escape certain death at the hands of SAID, agents doing their superiors’ bidding.

      Goode doubled over and tried to fight back sobs. She was still crying when Zane came in, himself as broken as she felt. His scrubs were the same mess of dark-brown stains and torn paper fabric. Pain filled his warm eyes, but he refused to come forward, to push himself onto her.

      She whispered something, what she hoped might be enough to announce a truce, and he grunted, tearing off his scrubs and the garments beneath, then closing the shower to wash away the remnants of human wreckage he’d carried with him.

      When he sat beside her on the bunk, naked and vulnerable as she was, she took his hand. “Tell me what happened.”

      In that moment, she couldn’t resolve the way she had earlier seen in him nothing but flaws, the exaggerated imaginings of time’s ravages, the alienness of his background compared to hers. Instead, she felt the commonality of their existence and the way they had been thrown together by the threats bent on destroying not just them but their entire species.

      Perhaps it had been the sense of helplessness and hopelessness in the face of such enemies that had amplified those negative thoughts.

      Or perhaps the enemies themselves had been behind the thoughts.

      When Zane struggled to speak, she took his hand in hers. “Do you think we have a chance?”

      “You and me?” Although the older man’s look was one of despair, it was clear it wasn’t just that he was worried that he couldn’t keep her interest, but that…

      He doesn’t think we have a chance against the Light or the machines.

      The Light!

      Now she more clearly recalled the crazed thing that had built the golden streets and pearl-covered walls and the star that burned in a tiny bubble…

      She pressed her forehead into the crook of his neck. “I don’t know if Galen’s going to make it.”

      “The SAID agent? He’s not seriously injured.”

      “His mind. I think it snapped. He was screaming.”

      “Everyone saw terrible things, Kara.”

      Everyone had lived through terrible experiences for months now. It seemed every time she woke up, she had to fight the press of an impossible weight against her chest, had to find motivation to rise when the sensible thing to do was to surrender and lie in bed, had to tell herself she was going to make it past this nightmare.

      If she felt such crushing despondency, she couldn’t even imagine what those raised without her training and her unique abilities must be going through.

      Just for a moment, she contented herself to breathe. “What does it mean—alpha and omega?”

      She didn’t have to look up at Zane to know he was studying her as if she were maybe a little bit off, so she wasn’t surprised to feel him stretch away or to sense the sudden glow against her eyelids of his data device waking or to hear him ask the question of the machine.

      His breath hitched a little. “It’s probably a reference to old religious texts. It refers to the infinite, the Almighty.”

      The Light. She had known that, but the knowledge had come and gone.

      Or maybe it had been erased, either actively or by being overwhelmed.

      Goode took the data device and searched the history, noting what she was sure she must have known all along in the esoteric reference materials. Ancient Greek. An omniscient entity with absolute power, a creator and destroyer, a figure of war, and yet supposedly also of love.

      Too many contradictions existed in the short bit of digging she did in a few minutes.

      When she handed the device back to Zane, it was with a shared shiver despite the two of them warming each other.

      Her whisper drew him back from the glowing screen. He powered off the device and set it aside, asking as he did so if she would repeat what she had said and giving her his full attention.

      She kissed him gently. “We can’t surrender.”

      Zane’s brow knitted. “I won’t.”

      “If we give in, it wins.”

      “The Light?”

      That was a fair question. She wasn’t sure she could give a definitive answer. “The struggle. What’s trying to take away our humanity. We can’t give up what we are.”

      He nodded slowly, confused.

      But Zane hadn’t been down there, hadn’t walked the streets of gold, hadn’t seen for himself the myriad aliens turned into mindless worshippers. They were alive, but they were nothing more than automatons themselves, shouting praise and adulation for their god.

      Once she was able to sort the memories properly, Goode told him what she’d seen. His incredulity was absolutely understandable. She was still unable to grasp that those creatures had been slaughtered fighting the machines but were alive again.

      Goode shook her head. “Somehow, I just…know. It brought them back. Or maybe they never died in the first place. Or…”

      No. They were alive. She had seen them. The place, the beings—those weren’t illusions.

      Yet again, she felt powerless and doomed.

      Then Zane took her in his arms and held her close, and at least for a little while, for that moment, the two of them were greater than the universe.
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      Faith Benson, former admiral of the Kedraalian Navy and former prime minister of the Republic, stared into the void that had been her tiny refuge against the darkness and gloom, and she screamed. Her fingers, gnarled and wrinkled with the years of commitment to the fight, squeezed against the metal frame of her walker until the bone and sinew of her hands ached beneath her pale, liver-spotted skin. Fat tears tracked hotly down her sagging cheeks to leave traces of salty warmth on her cracked lips.

      They were gone. Her people. Taken.

      Bertrand was beside the former admiral, an unpleasant, disappointing pear-shaped young man who had spent his career in the shadow of Tuttle, his much more gifted fellow officer. The youthful Navy ensign’s bronze skin had a waxy quality to it, and his soft, inadequate chin dimpled, pulling deep into the doughy excess of his neck. While he was trying to console her, Faith could find no solace in his efforts. She had always been one to demand physical perfection from her children, riding them mercilessly when they didn’t put in the effort to look professional, to project the sort of ideal the military and even politics demanded. Age had finally settled the battle for her, but she had fought until the bitter end, refusing to simply accept the hunched shoulders, the paunch, and the jowls that imprisoned her now.

      Not Bertrand. He would never have been considered handsome or graced with an ideal frame, but he had long ago settled into his dumpy shell.

      Still, his presence was warm, and she didn’t necessarily need muscular arms to hold her as she sobbed. In that moment of unbearable pain, isolated from her extended family of crew and supporters, what mattered—what had to matter—was this connection, this contact of skin to skin as her mind fought through what had transpired.

      She leaned into the ensign, sucking in air and pressing her face into the rough fabric of his black uniform jumpsuit. Her quivering fingers dug into that material and the skin beneath.

      And slowly, the world resolved into something beyond the two of them.

      Soft pings and beeps came from the helm console where Tuttle had always stood beside her comrade. Gentle rumbling came from the Sampati’s ancient atmospheric recirculation system. Massive displays stretched around her and Bertrand, revealing not just the infinite expanse of space but the distant platform the Ilijian machines had been in the middle of destroying before…

      Hate like she’d never felt before burned in her chest, an inferno no star could match.

      The Light took them. The Light is a lie. The Light is a monster.

      She pushed free of Bertrand, glancing up at him and doing her best not to show her disappointment. In her years as a terrible mother, she had suffered doubts, wondering if children had the awareness to know when they weren’t good enough, weren’t truly wanted and loved, at least by comparison to their siblings. Favoritism was inevitable. Her own mother had said to a young, rebellious Faith that even if it had been possible to have another child, she had chosen not to do so because it would have doomed Faith to a distant, unwanted abandonment.

      “I’m afraid you were just such a disappointment after I had such high hopes.”

      All of her faults as a parent, Faith placed at the feet of one-time Prime Minister Sargota Zhanya of the Kedraalian Republic, a politician until her last breath but never a great parent. The old woman had from day one made clear that Faith was an outfit that had to be worn, not one to be treasured for making the wearer feel beautiful, had been an affliction rather than a blessing, a wart instead of a beauty mark.

      No one truly escapes the damage done in childhood.

      Bertrand’s lips formed into a fragile smile. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

      Of course she was okay. He knew better. This was just the way batty old women processed misery that shouldn’t have ever, ever been inflicted upon something as flawed and weak as humans.

      Rather than point out the obvious, Faith cupped his cheek in her aching hand. “I’m coping. Thank you so much.”

      “If I can help in any way, ma’am…”

      “You’re doing more than enough.” The compliment might help him rebuild his tenuous confidence. “I’m going to clean up after that episode.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She backed her walker away from the helm, the station now managed alone by the chubby ensign with the sad eyes. He had insisted that he could handle everything while they were stuck in the limbo the Light had imposed upon them after its punishment. In that space and time where systems worked in limited fashion, air was refreshed and warmed, sensors revealed the other human vessel floating several hundred kilometers away, food processors warmed or otherwise modified meals for those who could eat—even a merely adequate officer sufficed.

      Just before she started for the hatch, her eyes noted a dark spot on the bulkhead, and she recalled the moment her comrades had assaulted Aparo, the Umbra engineer who had once been one of her more reliable people.

      Death had changed the man. Or maybe it was the Light.

      What she would do to be rid of the war and its twisted participants.

      That thought was still burning in her mind as she stepped into the corridor, leaning on the walker for support, when she sensed a presence at her side.

      Her former husband was there, untouched by age, patiently matching her pathetic stride. He was everything Bertrand wasn’t: handsome, confident, powerful. When she had met Floyd Thiessen, Faith Benson’s entire body had felt warm, her legs weak. Now that she existed in the shadow of death, she hated him for his perfection, even if it was illusion, the shell worn by one of the Light’s servants.

      She said nothing until they reached the hatch to her quarters. “What brought you here? Did you run out of little fluffy animals to torture or innocent children to kill?”

      Nothing she said could possibly harm the beautiful being. Floyd’s perfect bronze skin held the glow of health and youth. His brow was untroubled, impervious to injury or perplexity.

      He followed her into her cabin, as natural as if he had been with her through the decades rather than abandoning her for the next beautiful woman who would spread her legs for him.

      And there had been so many.

      But this, she reminded herself, wasn’t Floyd.

      This was the Light’s servant wearing Floyd’s youthful shape, and Gabriel had no stake in her mess of a past, and he only pretended to care about her because she offered some sort of value to him, although she wasn’t sure what.

      Gabriel took in her comfortable little space with no real interest. He said nothing about the medicinal smells even she knew were there—balms for aching joints, unguents for cuts that appeared so easily on her paper-thin skin, solutions to disinfect or scrub away unwanted buildups. The monster didn’t even care about her clothes heaped in a corner now that her life had become little more than wreckage.

      He should have at least cringed at what her daughters had laughingly called her “granny panties,” undergarments adopted long before Faith had found she needed the oversized items.

      But the servant of the Light merely let her putter around, clattering her walking device on the deck, uncaring about the dark thoughts boiling in her brain.

      She came to a stop against the bulkhead opposite the hatch and leaned against the hard surface for support. “Well? What brought you here? Can’t you and your master feel my pain from a few thousand kilometers out?”

      Gabriel’s pleasant, handsome visage didn’t change at all. “Punishment was your choice, Faith.”

      “My choice?” She’d tried for a shout but got a croak.

      And Gabriel met that with honey-smooth calm. “Failure has a price.”

      “Fail—” She snorted. “What failure? It was your team getting its teeth kicked in. We were trying to escape the enemy.”

      “You can’t outrun the Ilijians any more than you can outrun us.”

      “They were pretty caught up in destroying your people. I liked our chances.”

      Maybe she imagined it, but she thought Gabriel’s perfect smile cracked just a little. His voice didn’t change, though. “You turned from the Light. To do so is to accept the darkness, and that is to accept an end.”

      “No.” She wagged a hooked finger at her former husband. “You do not get to lecture me. You took us out to that ridiculous…place, and you let those robots come in and tear everything apart, all the while, your master had the power to stop them. No one had to die. None of us had to flee in terror.”

      “Choice was offered. You selected the wrong path.”

      “That’s what we call entrapment. You gave us a scenario with no good options, and we chose the least bad outcome. Now you get to decide that was a failure, and you get to punish us for that judgment?”

      “The Light requires absolute belief.”

      “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I believe in probabilities. I believe in data. If I can measure those, determine the likeliest outcome, then I act on the results. That’s how an officer in command of a fleet has to operate. That’s how the leader of a nation determines policy. You don’t go blundering into a war without digging into the data, crafting optimized tactics and strategies, and adjusting as more data comes in. You don’t just believe you’re going to win, not when you have lives on the line.”

      Once again, Gabriel showed something more than tolerance and patience. This time, it was disappointment. “It is fortunate for you that the Light is also merciful.”

      She wanted to launch herself at the man, smash into him with the legs of her walker, maybe bite the tip of his perfect nose off with her crooked teeth. “I hate to break it to you, but I know a little something about logic and critical thinking. I took a couple courses in philosophy at the Naval Academy. It’s actually very important to help develop a broader view of the universe. And I have to tell you, you’re full of shit.”

      “That is a crude euphemism, isn’t it?”

      “What’s crude is destroying a starship with people aboard. What’s crude is turning young women into…” Faith’s voice failed her. She wasn’t even sure what had happened to Tuttle and Nina and the others who’d been destroyed. “I felt them. I can’t stop feeling them.”

      “The Light is merciful.”

      “Sorry. You can’t just repeat yourself and hope it makes what you’re saying true. Your master is a brutal, heartless, and cruel monster, and no amount of brainwashed worshippers screaming hymns out at the top of their voices is ever going to change that.”

      Gabriel considered himself in the mirror above her sink. “The Light could have done to all of you what was done to those selected. Is that not mercy?”

      “You’re every bit as terrible as him, you know that?”

      “This is the logic you speak of?”

      “Here’s some logic for you: How can something be an aspect of two opposites? How can something claim to know about—to care about—every last thing, no matter how small, yet allow death on a scale that these machines have inflicted? That’s logic, Gabriel. Love isn’t something that allows that sort of hatred, and an unfathomable level of hatred would be required to do what has been done.”

      “You have been given a choice. That is the way.”

      “To hell with your false choices. Okay? To hell with you and your master.”

      “Emotion has overwhelmed you.”

      Faith poked her finger into the side of her head. “Emotion? I can’t get their deaths out of here. Your master is doing this, looping me through the moment over and over again. I see them. I hear them. You understand? I feel their deaths!”

      Once more, Gabriel seemed to lose some of his confidence. “Would you see them?”

      “The dead?”

      “Would you know of their choices?”

      She wasn’t sure what he was offering, but it couldn’t be worse than that terrible instant where Tuttle and the rest had been obliterated. Even the Light couldn’t find something more brutal than that sensation of an instant of awareness that the end had come, then the pain of being…transformed—to salt, to ash, to nothing.

      Just thinking of that sensation nearly doubled Faith over. “Will it stop this punishment?”

      Gabriel came to her, and his touch conveyed unexpected warmth and love. “You must have faith.”

      A titter slipped free of her cracked lips, reminding her of how much she had hated her name as a child. “Show me.”

      They stood upon the golden street of the platform, the gleaming walls restored as if they had never been damaged. Voices boomed in her head, shouting praises to the Light over and over again.

      “Glory! Glory! Glory!”

      In this place, she had no need
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