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        Ferekon

        Kolak

      

      

      Kolak brought the roving assault machine to a stop and powered it down. Cabling disconnected from the blue shell that housed the Oranian senior commander, filling the cockpit with high-pressure gases and the hum of electricity before the hatch opened, completely silencing the armored weapons system. Snow blew in on the churning wind, sticking to the armor of the elder’s limbs. Pincers automatically went to grip points as they extruded from the towering machine’s exterior, allowing Kolak to descend as easily as if climbing down a cliff wall.

      Metallic clangs followed the entire way to the icy ground, where Kolak’s blue shell crunched snow and cracked ice. The smells of labor came from all around, scents so strong not even the wind could completely disperse them. Optical ghosts from the war machine’s systems remained on the senior leader’s mind even as eyestalks recorded the frozen surroundings.

      Younger, impure Oranians lugged tools and materials from secure underground locations, rushing them to the high perimeter walls, hurrying to enhance the basic defense systems already in place. Multi-legged vehicles hauled missiles to loading conveyors, filling armored magazines.

      Preparations were advancing as expected.

      Four more assault machines rumbled through the gate Kolak had a minute ago entered through, the pilots angling for the spot where the senior commander’s own vehicle rested. Seconds later, each bodyguard scampered down the armored front of the assigned machines, creating the same welcoming racket as the elder.

      Each bodyguard offered impressed assessments of the senior Oranian’s piloting before assuming a corner position forward or behind.

      Kolak acknowledged the comments and began the fortification survey.

      Partway through running diagnostics on the gate operations assembly, a fellow pure elder hastened across the ice, blue shell churning up snow so quickly the assembly of bodyguards and soldiers struggled to keep up.

      An audio connection came through before the fortification commander had covered half the separating distance. “Kolak! Punctual. Escort reported no sign of the inspector’s machines.” The Oranian’s speech had a wet, gurgling quality, even encased in an advanced environment container.

      “Anirii patrol activity rendered the proposed path unnecessarily risky. Changes were made.”

      “No changes were transmitted.”

      To explain the reasoning would have been insulting, as both Kolak and Dillim, the fortification commander, knew. Anirii technology had almost certainly cracked the Oranians’ lagging encryption methods, same as it ever was. That Dillim might also leak the inspector’s new path to Anirii spies was also best left unspoken.

      Conflict between elders was even uglier and more persistent than that of the impure offspring that served in subordinate roles. Discussing this was as beneficial as discussing the condition of wetness that came from water.

      Kolak finished the diagnostic run and, as always, offered ten improvements. Dillim’s limbs twitched in irritation.

      Same as it ever was.

      Following the conclusion of the gate system inspection, the fortification commander assumed the role of guide, showing off the gun emplacements erected while the first walls were nothing but foundations, then moving the inspection to the missile systems not yet fully automated.

      At one of the empty magazine entries, Dillim descended the conveyor belt to march around the interior, tapping with a pincer racks that would soon hold ammunition capable of downing even Anirii Star Wraiths.

      The fortification commander ascended the belt with the grace of a well-experienced combatant. “Two rings of ten missile batteries. Enemy assaults cannot hope to penetrate the defenses.”

      “Anirii scouts move within a kilometer of the wall.”

      As before, Dillim showed irritation by kicking up ice. “Sensors struggle at that distance. The Anirii use Ilijian technology.”

      “Introduce countermeasures.”

      Dillim kicked up more snow. “Existing sensors provide adequate protection.”

      “Counter to the idea of adequate protection, Anirii scouts record weapon placements, weapon types, and operational intelligence. The enemy has introduced nuclear weapons to the battlefield. In the face of this, no assumption of respectable engagement remains valid.”

      The fortification commander stopped twitching. “Unfortunate that the prison complex met with destruction.”

      “Unfortunate.”

      “And the loss of prisoners sets back evaluation of conquered species threats. Tragic. This assessment is echoed in the Collective?”

      It was Kolak’s turn to twitch in annoyance. “The Collective accepts once-controversial arguments that existing defense approaches require modernization and reassessment.” The elder waved a pincer toward the empty magazine. “Missile systems provide greater defense than mere gun emplacements, yet established construction protocol prioritizes the guns.”

      “Centuries of success cannot be abandoned. What has been established cannot be discarded.”

      “Evidence drives this thinking, or does the desire to remain unchanged drive this thinking?”

      The fortification commander leaned forward, pincers moving to an offensive posture. There was no true aggression in the pose, but it signaled that a line had been crossed, that doctrine considered unassailable by even elders of senior rank had been pronounced in a tone lacking respect.

      When Kolak did nothing to show contrition or reappraisal, Dillim relaxed. “Evidence succumbs too easily to manipulation. True knowledge is rooted in history. What has come before must be present in the future. This was understood by the first. It will be understood by the last.”

      Kolak pivoted to present the shell’s rear, angling the waste-expunging port to the agitated commander. “The inspection has been completed. Corrections have been provided.”

      After thrashing more snow, Dillim hurried to where the roving assault machines stood, deploying soldiers in a protective formation. “What next awaits?”

      “The same suggested introduction of seek-and-destroy missions against Anirii scouts will be uploaded to the Collective and has already been distributed to fortifications across contested space.”

      “This requires more than transmissions?”

      “Further inspections seem justified. Perhaps other fortification commanders will have enhancements to offer up for the Collective to evaluate.”

      Once again, Dillim assumed a posture of severe agitation without actually attacking. Despite seniority, the elder held only a fortification commander position, a situation now understandable to Kolak. Oranians, even the pure, who became calcified in their views rarely experienced the sort of successes necessary to advance. Defeating a superior in combat no longer guaranteed consideration for the temporarily opened position, and no member had joined the Collective in the last several decades with recent assassinations on record.

      Kolak climbed to the armored weapons system’s cockpit, trusting that the other elder’s ambitions would hold overt action in check. Otherwise, not even the advanced war machine’s armor could survive a missile system strike.

      As power flooded the towering machine’s cockpit, Kolak gave the fortification a last glance. On the imagery projected into the shell’s optical system and from there onto the elder inspector’s awareness, the defensive position stood a greater than even chance of completion before sufficient Anirii forces could mass in the area and overwhelm the deployed weapons with combined arms assaults. If the sensor and missile systems were finished and upgraded per recommendations, even an Anirii Star Wraith attack wasn’t likely to pierce the outer perimeter and deliver a nuclear device, and the defensive fortification would receive an official designation.

      Dillim would be rewarded appropriately.

      Dwelling on the blast that had destroyed the prison facility threatened to overwhelm Kolak. To combat such overload, the elder pushed the mobile weapons platform forward, racing into the snowy maelstrom. Launching several plasma globes at the Anirii scouts not only silenced the threat but presented Dillim with proof that change could indeed be effective.

      The fortification’s last sensor ping told Kolak it was now safe to change course. Still, the five machines maintained their heading for ten kilometers, then the commander ordered a new bearing, fussing with the machine’s own sensor system when sensor artifacts continued.

      They were beyond the fortification’s tracking range, and no vehicles inside the facility had deployed advanced sensor systems, yet…

      Abruptly, the pings stopped, and Kolak relaxed.

      Piloting the massive weapons systems only required full attention during engagements, and advanced sensors and autopiloting made it possible to switch to an introspective footing while the technological marvels handled whatever challenges the terrain provided. Knowing this, Kolak ordered two bodyguards to rest and stayed in a half-aware state with the other two while the first hundred kilometers raced past.

      Night had darkened the sky by the time the five roving assault machines reached their destination. Kolak roused from rest at the first sensor ping and communicated with the facility commander. On the display, the vast lagoon showed blacker than the night, the water calm and stretching out into a welcoming obsidian serenity.

      As had happened earlier in the day, the facility commander proved unprepared for Kolak’s arrival. The two exchanged greetings while the commander, once again more senior but provided a post subordinate to Kolak’s, hurried into explanations for the haphazard reception.

      Kolak waved away the concerns and advanced to the pier to examine the deep-sea vessel tethered there. It had the same broad shape as most Oranian vessels, allowing easy maneuvering inside for crew and passengers.

      If all went as planned, Kolak would be among the passengers when the vessel headed out in search of the ancient seabed that had long ago birthed so many of the elders.

      Conversations with the facility commander drifted into the same sort of autopilot distraction as the trek to the facility. Kolak shared observations about Anirii activity, glossing over the enemy’s ferocity and tenacity and how it troubled the Collective. Unspoken among the members was the regret most felt that they had failed to heed the offers of the human diplomats who had years ago suggested funding the Anirii peace-seeking faction that had been struggling for greater traction in the brutes’ ruling pack. Such an act would have kept the warmongers at bay, at least until Ferekon could have been fortified.

      Now the Collective had evidence that the savages warred among themselves, the result of a failed coup.

      That assumed the humans’ intelligence offerings were true.

      Should word of the Collective’s second-guessing their decisions escape to the greater numbers, elders such as Dillim were certain to rise up in protest. The work of decades would be undone, and internecine fighting would become the norm once more. Violent and regressive thinkers would inevitably replace those who dared to explore nuance and question longstanding tradition in search of true advancement.

      Irritation caused Kolak’s limbs to scrape at the ice coating the pier. Regression was death. Allowing those who could not see the dangers of the old ways to regain power⁠—

      Alarms flared on Kolak’s optical display. Sensors showed a squadron of Star Wraiths breaking through air defense and racing past several Oranian fighter groups flying far overhead.

      Within seconds, three of the Anirii vessels had fully evaded the Oranian pilots.

      Kolak didn’t need to see the enemy ships’ trajectory to know their ultimate destination. Seeing the sensors’ weapons assessment also wasn’t necessary. While others scrambled to their defensive assignments, Kolak locked into place, connecting to the facility’s communications system and firing off a data burst to update the Collective as well as the master storage.

      When a small sun momentarily lit the night, the elder had already shut down the blue containment shell that the nuclear fire consumed.
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        Santog Space

        Sergeant Avery Shetty

      

      

      Flickering lights drew Sergeant Avery Shetty out of his distracted fugue. His right hand ached from gripping the wrench his skinny fingers held too hard and for too long. Before him, his Wolfhound stood unmoving, half of the torso stripped of its pockmarked armor plates to reveal shiny cabling and servos recently replaced after the beating suffered on the mining planet below. He absently brushed metal shavings from the base of a replacement metal strut, the original bar part of a mound of components waiting to be recycled. Those parts had been pierced by shrapnel, gouged by enemy rounds, and bent by the stresses his assault mechanized unit had experienced while fighting the Anirii warriors defending the largest Gythal mine.

      When the lights overhead flickered again, the young Marine set down the tool he’d been holding and massaged his aching muscles. His steps echoed dully in the massive storage room, his boots scraping over washers and screws fallen from the AMU. At the door, he tested the light switch and frowned at the faint smell of ozone that little act produced, the odor mixing with his own fish-foul sweat and the chemical scents from the cleaners and lubricants used on the Wolfhound during his time in the compartment.

      Absently, he retrieved tools from his work area and took the light switch apart until he found a crack in the traces of one of the circuit cards, which he fixed with his soldering gun.

      He had only just returned to the Wolfhound when the hatch opened and a deep voice called out his name.

      Shetty had to concentrate to place the man, but the name came to him. “Emil?”

      Corporal Emil Weld tried to suppress a soft cough but failed, and when he rounded the corner to study Shetty, the Marine corporal’s dismay showed clearly. “Oh, Avery.”

      Like Avery, Weld wore a black T-shirt, but the infantryman’s undergarment clung to his athletic frame, unlike the way Avery’s hung off his skeletal frame.

      Weld stepped closer, stopped, and leaned an elbow against the shelf lining the bulkhead. Although the older Marine didn’t cry, tears glistened in his hazel eyes, and his full lips quivered. His left hand went first to his thick brown hair then, perhaps realizing that might be seen as a reaction to his friend’s patchy black hair slowly regrowing, he used the hand to cover his heavy nose.

      Such a show of emotion from his friend wasn’t what Shetty needed just then. “I’ve made real progress.” He waved a hand to indicate the panels resting against the metal legs of the shelves. “I have some ideas to improve the armor.”

      “You can’t hide behind this.” Weld’s eyes went to the partly disassembled machine before finding the smaller machine within. “What’d you do to Loki?”

      Shetty followed his fellow Marine’s gaze to the exposed cockpit until he saw the little robot inside, its eyes unlit, its little body immobile. “He was offering suggestions I didn’t—” That wasn’t right. Loki had been its usual talkative self, but the problem hadn’t been bad suggestions. “He was running his batteries low.”

      Even though Weld said nothing, his face showed his skepticism. “You promised you would talk to me about Amy.”

      Did I? No promises came to Shetty. “I don’t need to talk. Not yet.”

      But even as he said it, Shetty’s mind split, one part of it aware of the massive storage compartment where he had been cooped up for days to escape from everyone and everything, another part of his awareness abruptly back inside the Gythal mine, seeing yet again the Anirii prisoners more like dogs than wolves about to be executed by their insectoid Gythal enemies.

      He didn’t want to be there, didn’t want to see what had happened all over again.

      But Hays’s smiling, confident voice held him so that he had to watch her walk into the furry mass of prisoners.

      Blinding white light flashed, an artifact of memory more than a product of the explosion. His mind captured the frozen moment of the detonation, of the front of the shockwave striking Hays and deforming her body, flattening out the surface area closest to the blast, of the limbs coming away at the joints, of her head flying free.

      Then he was back in the compartment, back in his unwashed body, his scraped and scabbed hands slick with grease. His lungs were empty, and he couldn’t remember how to breathe. Where his heart should have been, only a hollow remained.

      His legs went limp, and he collapsed, trying like a beached fish to draw in oxygen. “Emil?”

      Weld was there already, helping his buddy up. “Hold on. Just hold on.”

      They exited the compartment, and the cool air of the passageway struck like an icy fist. Faint lighting guided them to the lift, which hummed and growled once they were within and rising.

      On their deck, onlookers gaped, some recoiling and wrinkling their noses.

      Shetty didn’t remember anyone removing his boots, but he found himself in the shower, scalding water pelting his tender skin, steam filling the space. He peeled off his T-shirt and shorts and tossed them into a dark, wet pile, mechanically lathering up, unsure in that moment what was real and what he had dreamed.

      When he shut the shower off, Weld was there with a towel, coaching his fellow Marine through what it meant to be human, to walk, to ache. Private First Class Dermot Jeong followed after them, short body knotted from exertion, close-cut mohawk black against his copper-brown scalp, the wrung-out clothes dripping loudly on the deck as they marched back to their cabin.

      They dressed Shetty, voices soothing and calm, reminding him that he wasn’t alone, that they were there for him, wanting to listen if he would just talk.

      His bones were jelly when he dropped onto his bunk.

      She had been right there. We’d had our tongues down each other’s throats, and I had felt the softness of her flesh. I could smell her on me.

      He must have spoken the words, because Jeong and Weld exchanged a worried look.

      Shivering hit him then, and his eyes rolled up in his head.

      Weld cursed and dropped onto the bunk beside the Wolfhound pilot. “Avery?”

      “She was healing me, Emil. She was making me see that I wasn’t alone.”

      “Amy’s gone, okay? You can’t cling to her.”

      Of course Shetty couldn’t cling to her. She had become fine strips of sinew and a light mist floating on the air. Her body had become a paint that marked him as it rained down, mixed in with tiny tufts of fur and jagged chunks of bone and teeth. Someone had dug an Anirii fang out of his garment, the tip buried in a rib as if the alien had managed a last bite.

      Jeong knelt beside the bunk, round face pinched until his little nose was a tiny, puckered pyramid. “What about your pilot lady, hm? That Bulldog girl?”

      “Gerda.”

      “Yeah. She’s waiting for you, and she’s a real knockout, Avery.”

      Shetty nodded, but they didn’t understand. The loss wasn’t about love any more than it was about physical intimacy. His feelings for Hays had been complicated, worsened by the way she had forced herself into his attention. Her confidence had been as staggering as her animal intensity. She had never doubted they would be together, something that had almost broken his mind.

      And even the way all her sharp edges had so easily slid into the gaps of his shattered psyche wasn’t what now left him such a quivering mess.

      He shut his eyes against the cabin, feeling its emptiness despite his friends’ presence. “Dramora.” It was all he could manage to get the single word out, and it took the last of his energy with its quick fading.

      “Shit.” Weld’s voice was small, his word soft.

      When Jeong asked what that meant, Weld explained that Dramora had been Shetty’s home, that the continent—the region—where the Wolfhound pilot had grown up had been the worst hit. Then the Marine corporal had whispered that Shetty’s entire family had been killed, same as everyone he’d known.

      Once it had sunk in for Jeong, the young Marine patted Shetty’s foot. “Sorry, man.”

      Explaining the strange pain that loss left behind was beyond Shetty’s abilities. Talking about Miranda manipulating and dumping him, explaining how Erin Flores had been there to help him on the rebound, had made him see the path to manhood and independence from his pathetic childhood, only to be killed by an Oranian war machine…

      Nothing Shetty could do would ease the pain or fill the hole at his center.

      His comrades waited until he finally drifted off, just listening.

      A stubborn ringing woke him at some point, and he fumbled around in the bedclothes to search for his computing device, finally finding it in time to see the swollen face of Admiral Dwight Thiessen. As Shetty sat up and brushed the sleep from his eyes, the fleet commander’s gaze intensified, and his already strained features grew worried. “Sergeant Shetty?”

      “Sorry, sir. My computer was⁠—”

      “Have you seen the doctor?”

      “I’m fine, sir.” But Shetty knew that was a lie. What probably had the admiral worried was the bloodshot eyes and maybe the waxy pallor of his senior Wolfhound pilot’s features, not the twisting gut pain that had welcomed Shetty when he woke. “How’s your ankle, Admiral?”

      “Healing, thank you.” The older man looked down as if studying his injured joint, but that wasn’t why he’d called. “When do you think you’ll be ready to return to duty?”

      Shetty sat straighter, bumping the back of his head on Hays’s empty bunk. “I’ve been working⁠—”

      Thiessen’s hand shot up to cut off the reply. “I know about your Wolfhound.”

      “Oh.” Shetty couldn’t think of what else to occupy himself with. They were stuck in Santog space until the remnants of the Iviryn and Koluush fleet arrived, which should be shortly before the patchwork Kedraalian fleet showed up to throw in with Thiessen’s diminished force. “Um, I’m not technically an engineer, sir, but if you’d like me to work with the repair teams⁠—”

      That put a smile on the older man’s face, although it didn’t seem to break through whatever had him so wound up. “We have enough engineers for now, Sergeant. I’m afraid what I had in mind for you is a bit more demanding.”

      “Demanding how, sir?”

      “You lost a good friend down on Santog. I empathize. War is a terrible thing.”

      Something in the way the man had winced saying “friend” spoke of a greater understanding than Shetty had expected. If he’d been too obvious with his affection for Hays, the mistake would undermine his leadership role.

      Then again, getting Hays killed was display enough that Shetty wasn’t ready to lead. “If you want me to step down⁠—”

      “Step…?” The admiral seemed confused. “What I need from you is more, not less.”

      More what—failure? “I don’t understand, Admiral.”

      Thiessen’s confusion worsened, then a surprising look of embarrassment—a blush to the admiral’s bronzed skin and a crease to his brow—replaced that confusion. “Sorry about that. I’m so far in my own head, I forgot I hadn’t talked to you yet about this. We’re mostly done here—with Santog.”

      It was painful to hear but no less true, so Shetty simply agreed.

      What followed after went far beyond what he could have reasonably expected, with the admiral laying out his case for not selecting a single enemy to focus on but to instead take advantage of the fleet’s growing numbers and to strike at both the Anirii and the Ilijian forces. While Shetty would have preferred an attack to free Kedraal from the intelligent machines, the explanation behind the older man’s plan was compelling.

      The admiral leaned closer to his device’s camera. “We have to hit the Ilijian at the Alexandrian Shipyards, exactly as planned, and while Captain Klym is leading that attack, I intend to take the fight to the Anirii where they’ll really feel it—on Ferekon.”

      Once Shetty had processed the boldness of that statement, Thiessen dove into the reasoning behind his idea, followed by the full scheme.

      After considering the full strategy, Shetty actually liked the daring of it. “What would you need from me, sir? My Wolfhound unit might have proved itself as a concept, but that was against a relatively small force.”

      “We wouldn’t be operating alone, Sergeant. The Koluush and Iviryn both have every reason to support this operation. In fact, it’s the comms traffic they’ve shared with me that convinced me this is the approach we have to take.”

      “But, if I can speak frankly, sir, we had our butts handed to us on Ferekon.”

      “We were betrayed. The Anirii never intended to assist us against the Oranians. They used us as a distraction.”

      Fury burned hot in Shetty’s gut. He had seen the Anirii for the scum they were from the start, catching them hanging back instead of engaging the Oranians they had supposedly come to drive off the contested world, then seeing them murder fellow Marines and Galactic League allies. Although he didn’t see the Oranians as innocent, they had certainly shown more integrity and decency during the conflict than the wolflike Anirii had.

      When he considered how close he had come to dying on Ferekon, how the Anirii had been responsible for more of his allies dying than the Oranians, a return to the planet held a certain appeal.

      Shetty knew he owed the dead a better showing than he’d managed the first time. “What would this counterattack against the Anirii look like, sir?”

      “That comms traffic I mentioned? The Koluush and Iviryn still have forces on Ferekon.”

      “What drove them to volunteer⁠—”

      “They weren’t all volunteers. Not everyone was in position to reach the extraction points, and not every group that made it got there in time. These are scouts for the most part, experts in survival and spying. We’re not the only people with elite troops.”

      “Yes, sir.” The admiral’s words weren’t meant as a slight about Shetty’s capture, but he operated under no illusion of being elite.

      “What they’ve found points to a surprising move by the Anirii. They’ve been holding their own in the space battles, although they haven’t landed any serious blows against the Oranians. On the ground, it’s more lopsided. You might even say they’ve been losing.”

      At that, Shetty bared his teeth in a feral grin. He blushed and pressed his lips together again.

      The admiral explained further that the Anirii solution to the problem was to fight a holding action on the various fronts to keep the Oranians focused elsewhere while the furry aliens slowly moved small units to a remote location where reinforcement insertion would go unnoticed.

      Shetty could see the plan already. “They’re going to put some sort of feint into play, draw the Oranians away from that buildup and break through the defenses somewhere, wreaking havoc against the vulnerable positions.”

      His observation drew an arched eyebrow and smirk from the admiral. “Did I share this with you already?”

      “No, sir. It’s the obvious thing to do. There must be a really juicy target accessible somewhere near that buildup.”

      Thiessen said nothing for a moment, his features almost peevish. “Oranian ammunitions and supply depots as well as the start of a large defensive structure. That’s what we know of for sure. The Koluush believe that fortification would be the jumping-off point for an Oranian offensive to split the Anirii forces down the middle.”

      “The Oranians are already positioning forces along that front. They probably have some leaders demanding the right to lead that big assault.”

      “You’re sure I didn’t talk to you about this?”

      Meaning, Shetty realized, that Thiessen thought his intelligence material had been compromised somehow. To argue that both the Anirii and Oranians were creatures of habit would probably raise more questions than Shetty wanted to answer, so he tried a different angle. “I think your proposal gives it away, Admiral. Your excitement comes from spotting a big vulnerability, doesn’t it?”

      The fleet commander grudgingly nodded. “I suppose so.”

      “This intelligence from the Koluush and Iviryn, it must be sound?”

      “They can’t hack Q-coms, but they have tools to intercept the transmissions before they go out through those systems. I’ve heard the raw recordings, and we’ve translated everything multiple times. Who knows—if the Uzwulii hadn’t tried to bully everyone else around, maybe the Koluush would have shared the intelligence with them. Maybe the little guys would have been the ones to get some payback.”

      But this wasn’t just about payback, Shetty was sure. “Kedraal is next.”

      The corner of Thiessen’s mouth curled up. “Either you’re a psychic, or I’m the worst poker player ever.”

      “It’s a guess. If we can hit the Anirii hard enough on Ferekon, they won’t see us as easy pickings. The last thing we want is to lose our colony worlds.”

      “Every Kedraalian planet is vulnerable right now. Dramora showed us that.”

      “It did, sir.”

      Thiessen had landed his point. “I’m going to need you to accelerate training your pilots, Sergeant.”

      “Training—” Shetty heard the protest in his voice and bit it back. “No amount of training can make up for the Anirii numbers, sir.”

      “That’s true, and it’s why we’re dedicating our fabricators to tripling your Wolfhound unit. And we’re incorporating your updates. But we need pilots for those Wolfhounds, Lieutenant.”

      Lieutenant? “Sir?”

      “I know it risks undermining morale commissioning you, but it’s something I have to do. You’re ready to be an officer, and I’d make you a captain if I could, but I already have my hands full dealing with all the petty bickering of the people who want to replace me. If you have any other people you need promoted, pass the list to me. You’ll find a list of pilot candidates waiting for you when we conclude this call.” Despite his impressive physical presence, Thiessen sank in on himself a little. “Are you up for this?”

      Anything other than a yes would have destroyed the relationship Shetty had with the fleet commander, so the young man swallowed and rubbed a hand against the flesh of his belly to ease the pain inside him. “I’m up for it, Admiral.”

      “Then the two of us better get to work.”
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      Somewhere in the overheated bridge of the Sampati, almost lost to the pings and warbles of the helm systems, a whispered gasp of awe found a moment and was gone. Seconds passed before Group for Strategic Assessment Agent Kara Goode realized she was the one who’d made the noise.

      A quick glance around at the astonished faces of her comrades confirmed that no one else had even heard her.

      She went back to gawking, uncaring that she must certainly have the same warm glow coming off her as the two young officers at the helm transfixed by the images on the massive display screens. The burnished gold of the impossible scene before them, the towering flames rising from gleaming braziers, the pearlescent sheen of walls that rose at least thirty meters, embedded with sparkling gems that reflected the blinding light of the star burning at the center of the planetoid…

      Not even the advanced technology that made it possible for the monitors to project crisp imagery from powerful telescopic cameras could possibly capture the absolute glory of this place.

      Her distraction was so complete that she barely noticed Zane Atalay, rescuer and possible traitor, edge closer until his cologne grew strong enough to snap her out of her daze.

      The physician’s assistant showed the sort of strain a surgeon would after wrestling with death for several hours straight and still not knowing the odds for a child patient. “Tell me what you see, Kara.”

      “Same as you.” Her hand went to his and discovered that he was shaking and cold. “It’s a world constructed of everything valuable.”

      Zane’s throat managed a soft, pathetic sound. He tried again. “It isn’t.”

      “Isn’t what?”

      Their whispers drew former Admiral and Prime Minister Faith Benson from her own rapturous gaze at the imagery. The elderly woman twisted around on her creaky joints to consider them, revealing a wrinkled face that showed none of the hard suspicion about Zane. Instead, she showed an amazement to rival a child’s first look at its mother.

      Faith’s wrinkled fingers wrapped tightly around the arms of her walker as she leaned forward. “It’s beautiful.”

      For a crusty old woman who had once commanded the largest fleet in Kedraalian history, laying waste to bloodthirsty zealots while decidedly crushing a decades-old rebellion, Benson showed undeniable vulnerability. Her bottom lip quivered, and tears welled in her eyes.

      Hardened though she was, Goode empathized. Minutes ago, she had been ready to risk her own life to kill drug-crazed Security and Intelligence Directorate assassin Susanna Meza.

      Now…

      Zane shuddered. “It’s some sort of projection. They can communicate with us through our minds, so they can just as easily make us see clouds or a pristine forest—whatever they want us to see, whatever we want to see.”

      Apparently, what “they” wanted Goode to see was a star contained in a metal shell that couldn’t even be a hundred meters across, burning impossibly in an almost global shell exterior structure, the middle of which stretched in a smaller, open partial global shell kilometers across. Bisected through the center by a thin plane of buffed gold, this construct touched on what had to be a racial memory, because Goode had nothing in common with Benson, Zane, or the two helm officers who seemed frozen in place by what they saw. On top of the unimaginable wealth on display, there was the impossible science, starting with the fires that burned where there couldn’t be any atmosphere.

      And then there were the alien beings scattered across that gold plane, beings unlike any registered during decades of research and interaction throughout the vast expanse of known space.

      Finally, there were the songs that those aliens sang, their strange voices raised loud and combined into what was ultimately a beautiful yet haunting chorus, all in recognition of the being responsible for the wonders on display.

      “Glory! Glory! Glory!”

      Nothing Goode did could block out the exultations of the mysterious beings, each of them in their varied shapes and configurations, turned toward the fiery center of the place to rejoice.

      Icy razors ran down the genetically engineered operative’s spine.

      She squeezed Zane’s hand until he pulled his gaze from the video. As much as she wanted to talk to him, she didn’t want to admit in front of anyone else how staggered she was by this crazy vision.

      The way understanding settled on his features signaled that he understood. “Admiral?” His strained voice confirmed that he was struggling.

      Faith made a sound that might have been a whimper. Although she had been saved from certain death by one of this strange platform’s agents, an engineer resurrected after being killed by the Ilijian murder machines on Abaddon, she looked drained, as if her body were on an express car hurtling to its end. The former admiral also seemed to understand what Goode and Zane needed, because she sniffled around an embarrassed, shaky grin and told them they weren’t needed now.

      That was all Goode had to hear. She dragged Zane off the bridge, squeezing her eyes shut against the image now burned into her brain by the display until the hatch finally closed, then she let out an explosive sigh. “This isn’t happening.”

      Zane nodded and mumbled his agreement.

      He slumped against a bulkhead, and it was like seeing integral parts of his spine removed, his body shrinking and bowing. Fear burned in his eyes, something that eclipsed the sort of terror she had seen on his face when he’d fought the storm to rescue her from the sea or when they had evaded government operatives and robotic allies intent on killing them. Those were things that, although horrible, could be understood, explained, processed.

      Not so a planetoid made of precious metals, gems, and…a star?

      Eventually, he sucked in a breath. “That thing isn’t real.”

      “It’s real, Zane. It hauled us across the galaxy in the blink of an eye.” Goode knew that tidbit wasn’t actually a good selling point if she was trying to nail down just how real their alien rescuer was. “It used Aparo to… I don’t know what it did, exactly. Maybe it disintegrated Meza. Maybe it simply did to her what it did to the Sampati.”

      Zane snorted, the sound not really insulting as much as disbelieving. “You can’t travel from one point in space to another in an instant. It’s not possible.”

      Fold Space hadn’t been considered possible a little more than a century before. Extraterrestrial life had been waved away as an impossibility not that much further back.

      No one could in confidence say something was impossible, not anymore.

      Then again, her own mind rebelled at what she was feeling and seeing.

      She pulled him from where he had almost folded in on himself and leaned his weight on hers, guiding him back to their cabin. “I was on a mission a couple years ago.”

      “One of your assassinations?”

      “That’s not fair, and it’s not the point.”

      “Sorry.” He brushed black hair from his knitted forehead.

      For a moment, Goode saw the divide between her and the physician’s assistant as clearly as she saw the fine wrinkles on his face, the gray strands that differentiated his black hair from hers, the way his skin had started to lose some of its elasticity and fullness. It was the same divide between Faith Benson and her two youthful helm officers, the tall and rigid Tuttle with her soft, dark flesh, and the shorter, sweaty, pear-shaped Bertrand. They were like grandkids to the former admiral, awed by her ease of command, perceiving hard-earned wisdom in her stoop, her gnarled fingers, and the liver spots visible on her wrinkled skin.

      Maybe there was some advantage now in having the younger mind in the face of this threat, a flexibility that might allow the less experienced to support their elders.

      At the hatch to their cabin, Zane straightened. “Why bring us here?”

      “To the cabin?” She couldn’t tell him she was embarrassed by his behavior.

      “No. Why yank us all these light years to here? What’s the point?”

      “It will tell us.”

      “They. It’s not a single thing.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I…” Zane shook his head, defeated.

      “They or it will tell us.” Goode hoped so, at least. “It has to be opposed to the machines, an enemy. You heard what the engineering people said, what Chief Zhau said.”

      “About the teleportation?”

      Goode opened the hatch and guided Zane inside, settling him on the chair anchored to the track in the deck beside the fold-down desk. “The technology that does the teleporting can completely shut down these machines. It shut down an entire ship.”

      When Zane snorted again, it was a confident, dismissive reaction. “So? That’s hardly a reason to bring us out here, wherever this is.”

      “We’re fighting the machines. What if it sees us as allies?”

      “You mean we’re losing to the machines.” He leaned forward, digging his elbows into his thighs and burying his face in his hands. “Help me make sense of it.”

      So little existed to make sense of anything they had seen. She could only remind him of their slow discoveries—of the machines infiltrating Kedraal, of the human complicity confirmed when she had gained access to remote intelligence transmissions and a building connected to Azoren Corporation. Somehow, a conspiracy had been concocted between human and machine, the traitors opening the back door while their fellow organics slept and inviting the destroyers in to slaughter at will.

      To explain that, she only had to point to history as proof that their species was too stupid to actually learn from past errors.

      In response, Zane sagged, surrendering. “Our stupidity doesn’t explain that!” He waved a hand toward the bulkhead separating them from the planetoid and its singing aliens.

      “That thing I was trying to say earlier? About being on a mission?”

      “The assassination⁠—”

      “It wasn’t an assassination.”

      Zane nodded. “What about it?”

      “It was a research site. The people were conducting illegal experiments. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but they were working with the machines, trying to do something with the embedded computers. What I could understand was—” She squeezed the air with a forefinger and thumb, leaving scant nanometers between them. “But it was enough that when one of the scientists challenged some of the things they were trying to reproduce, saying it was a waste of time and impossible, the guy who was in charge had a rejection of that.”

      “Sure. His job was on the line, probably along with a fat bonus.”

      “No, Zane. He said that anything they did that seemed impossible could very well appear simple to someone looking back in a couple centuries, maybe just a few decades. What they were trying to do at that moment, some sort of cracking of the computers’ entanglement or whatever, only appeared impossible because they lacked the understanding of it. It might as well have been magic to them, but if they figured it out, it would just be science.”

      For a moment, it looked as if Zane was going to challenge the idea, but he sat upright and whispered something.

      Goode gave it a moment before asking him to repeat himself.

      A grin pulled his lips up but only barely. “I get it. The lack of understanding makes it seem like magic. Sure. That’s the history of medicine. You know about germ theory? No? That’s not really something you’d need for your job, is it?” He held a placating hand up to signal he meant no offense. “We live in our present, and it’s so hard to look at our past. The idea that people just like you and me once hid in caves and cowered at the rumble of thunder or the howl of wind.”

      “I’m not ignorant.”

      “You aren’t; I know. You’ve already made that point. But you want me to accept what’s out there, this…object of gold.”

      The alien host sang again, somehow reaching them in their cabin, the voices praising the Light, describing it with unfamiliar names.

      When the singing stopped, Zane’s features took on an irritable aspect, and he hissed a curse in the direction of the planetoid before turning back to her. “What I was trying to say was that as a man of science, I have the history—the context—you’re talking about right in front of me. People used to believe sickness came from the air, from the dead, from corruption.”

      “Sickness does come from the air. Someone sick sneezes on you⁠—”

      “No. They weren’t talking about viral or bacterial transmission. That’s the problem. They thought things spontaneously manifested. They had the effect without the cause.”

      Goode grunted. “That’s where we’re at?”

      “With…whatever this thing is, yes. The machines we understood, or at least we understood them enough. They’re machines, insatiable, logical, inhuman.”

      It was the problem with the cruder, simplistic form of AI experienced long before humans had fled Earth. At its most basic, the machine was a tool, something guided by a human hand. But over time, with refinements, the tool required less and less guidance, until it could eventually replace the human enough that humans were no longer part of the value chain. Once things reached that point, logic dictated questioning their existence.

      And there had been plenty of humans willing to reiterate that line of reasoning, to ask that question: What value did human existence bring?

      The questioning started with the old, the infirm, and eventually turned to any who didn’t match a certain idealized appearance or behavior or come from the right places, an arbitrary distinction made by those with money and power.

      She rested a hand on her hip. “We’ve defeated machines before.”

      Zane didn’t seem as confident about that as her. “All these years, I simply coped with my wife’s loss. I found comfort in research.”

      “The trend line about ship disappearances.”

      Her remembering that put a smile on his face, but it was a pained smile. He struggled with his composure and looked away, repeating what anyone who had ever traveled through space would say—operating in such a deadly environment meant accepting risks. Accidents happened, no matter how hard people tried to prevent them or to plan for them.

      As he had before, he waved toward the planetoid. “But there are things out there—aliens. And they’re walking around in hard vacuum. Singing. I can hear them.”

      Now she could understand his reaction, could connect with the pain he must be feeling. “You resent this Light?”

      “Don’t you? It has the ability to construct that platform, that planetoid. It can protect those aliens from radiation and vacuum. It can snatch us across who knows how many light years in the blink of an eye.” He tried to finish his thought, but he couldn’t speak.

      Goode reached out to him, turning his face to hers so that she could truly soak in his hurt, see the person no longer hidden by all the masks he had erected. There was a raw ache, a fury, that she wished she had seen earlier. “It could have saved her. That’s what’s bothering you?”

      “It could have saved anyone, everyone. Why allow pointless deaths if you have power like this? Why reach out to us as allies just because we’ve started to fight these monsters now? If one life matters, all lives matter. Something that can produce technology so far beyond us that it appears to be magic should understand that.”

      He was right, no matter what other truths there were. To yank two ships across space just because they had gone to a remote, dead planet seemed petty, arbitrary. It was inconsistent with whatever could produce the gold world.

      All she could do for Zane just then was to hug him, to whisper her understanding and support, and to let him cry. His grip was almost suffocating, and his gasped pleas for forgiveness cut as deep as anything in memory.

      Goode drew him to the bed and sat beside him, listening, patting him, responding when he needed it.

      Distantly, she understood that their roles had been reversed, that he was no longer her guardian but she his. As well, through his revelations and vulnerabilities, he had become a mystery she felt compelled to solve. Sitting beside him, feeling the heat burning from him, smelling his dissolution into a man with no self-confidence, no sense of direction, it was as if he had transformed into a puzzle piece, all strange bulges and hollows, each of them a perfect match for her own.

      Such an interconnection had always seemed impossible before, but now she couldn’t imagine living without this bond, this attachment that blotted out the singing host and the shining platform with its contained star.

      When he had finally spent himself and collapsed against her, she washed his face and put him beneath the covers before throwing aside her tear-soaked shirt and crawling in beside him.
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      After decades in space, Faith Benson had been sure she had seen everything. One of the first irrefutable discoveries of extraterrestrial life had summoned her fleet far rimward, and what she had seen upon arrival reset her understanding of the universe in a way she thought could never be outdone.

      Now, though, she had no reference, no framework, no bedrock foundation.

      Sweat chilled her body as it trickled down her ribs. If she hadn’t already reeked of medicine and blood, she would probably have stunk from her anxious perspiring.

      She exhaled a foul breath and felt the sting of sour bile at the back of her throat as she nudged her walker closer to the helm station, stopping when she stood just behind her two favorite lieutenants. As shaken as she was, she hoped that maybe they could be the anchor she so badly needed right then. Despite her trying not to put too much weight on the medical device that gave her mobility, the lightweight metallic device creaked, drawing both junior officers’ gaze.

      Sweat glistened on Bertrand’s bronze brow, but for once he didn’t insecurely brush the moisture away. “Isn’t it the most beautiful thing, Admiral?”

      Benson squeezed his soft arm, not feeling the least vampiric about the way the touch fed her hunger for connection. “What do you see?”

      “Well…” The young man’s throat worked as his eyes darted across the broad display. “It’s a starship, I suppose. Something constructed.”

      “Mm.”

      “I think our sensors can work up a decent estimation of dimensions and mass.”

      “I’m not sure that’s as important as other data might be.”

      “Oh.” Bertrand was rattled, his eyes bugged out. “The materials must be some sort of unimagined alloy, although I guess you could create a ceramic or composite that presents a fairly convincing gold. But it sure looks like gold, doesn’t it? And pearl, like sheets of pearl? And it all looks so real.” He shook his head, maybe in disbelief, maybe in confusion.

      Tuttle’s back was ramrod straight now where it had been slightly bent before. Light from the display showed dark lines on the back of her black jumpsuit where her perspiration had soaked the fabric. “If you have the technology to make something look that convincing, you can probably simply synthesize whatever it is you want.”

      Her observation put a smile on Benson’s face. “Alchemy, Lieutenant?”

      “We’ve been able to transform other elements to gold, but the cost has never made it a reasonable endeavor.” The tall lieutenant squinted at the constructed planetoid as a scientist might at a peculiar experimental outcome. “When you’re capable of building something of that nature, I don’t think cost matters.”

      Cost probably had no meaning to whatever this thing was, this Light. For all Benson knew, the concepts that bogged down humans and most of the species humans had encountered were long removed from this thing’s understanding.

      Yet…

      She released Bertrand’s arm and worked the walker around the helm station to get closer to the display. “Do you see any weapons?”

      Both officers admitted that they didn’t, although it sounded like Tuttle might have been on the verge of saying something else, maybe pointing out that the lack of weapons was exactly what she was talking about when she pointed out the “nature” of the structure. Maybe she should have said that, forcing Benson to accept that what she was looking at didn’t match anything reasonable or understandable. Trying to project onto the massive platform a semblance of human reason was pure absurdity, arrogance.

      There were alien creatures standing out in the open in deep space, some of them seemingly hovering over avenues of gold, and they were singing.

      How do I make sense of that?

      What she wanted to do was at least stop being so outright terrified. She was in her eighties, long past her prime and realistically in the fast lane headed toward her final exit. Pain was part of every waking minute, made worse by the combination of medications that treated illnesses, conditions, and the ills of other medicines. Death shouldn’t frighten her, but looking at the thing hanging in space, she saw death.

      Or finality.

      Or maybe it was some sort of contradiction, a stick in the eye of reason and rationality that had meant so much to humans, especially those who had fled Earth to establish their new rational utopia on Kedraal.

      A chorus of exultations roared through the ship, not riding the intercom or the radios but manifesting inside the hull.

      The Light was good. The Light was great. All hail the Light.

      “Hosanna! Hosanna! Hosanna!”

      She had no idea what the word meant, but the passionate sound, produced by things, many of which weren’t even remotely humanoid, came across as a passionate plea and statement. On the third shout, Benson almost joined in. When she distanced herself from the moment and tried to scrutinize it, even sensing the ongoing indoctrination didn’t fully shield her from it.

      When her utility device searched for the strange word and the other shouted sounds returned, her heart sank. It was as she had feared, everything deriving from ancient Earth religions. A subsequent search for gold, pearls, and singing praises further confirmed what she was seeing.

      Decades ago, she had led a fleet against religious zealots, cold-blooded murderers who offered only fiery death for those who held different views. Now she was looking at something that had clothed itself in the same sort of trappings.

      Benson backed away from the display, her limbs gone weaker. She felt Tuttle’s gaze on her, an unspoken question of concern.

      What can I say? Benson tried a smile. “Lieutenant?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “What do you think of these aliens?”

      Tuttle hesitated before bending to manipulate her part of the helm console, selecting the twelve figures visible outside the central structure. Each appeared in a separate window, overlaying the main view of the golden globe with its burning star contained at the very center and the walls of the same gold ending at the thick sheet of gold that ran out to the curving exterior walls.

      The young officer scrutinized each figure, perhaps calling upon training in theoretical biology, perhaps simply drawing upon general education and her sharp mind. “Although none of the species appear at all related to any of those in known space or conjectured based upon ruins and records, I can’t see anything that would make the evolutionary path of these people improbable. I’m no expert⁠—”

      Benson chuckled at the tall lieutenant. “I don’t know that we have such experts, really.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “If you don’t see anything that immediately defies logic, do you see anything that⁠—”

      Another outburst of singing cut the former prime minister off. This time, the voices raised up in commentary on the perfection of the Light, on the inevitability and joy and completeness. Life without this Light apparently wasn’t worth living.

      After absorbing the message, Faith made sure she had Tuttle’s attention again before continuing. “If nothing immediately stands out as illogical about these species, do you see anything that points to design?”

      “Oh.” Tuttle’s eyes widened. “You’re thinking these aren’t real?”

      “Actually, I’m curious if they might have been ‘helped along.’”

      That made the tall helm officer nod. The way her face lit up made Benson think of a child with a new toy. Such enthusiasm and excitement were fascinating, and Faith envied her junior’s passion.

      Bertrand’s wounded look at being excluded and the way he stiffly studied the display broke through Tuttle’s internal calculations. She turned to her peer and fired off several quick questions, managing an authenticity that assuaged the young man’s wounded pride. He positively beamed as he dug into his fellow lieutenant’s ideas.

      And in no time, the two of them shared their interpretation of what was on display. Nothing obvious pointed to engineered or assisted species. They each offered things they thought might indicate the opposite, such as likely vestigial limbs or possibly organs.

      Experts—if there truly were such a thing—granted complete access to the aliens as well as dedicated laboratories with unlimited budgets might after several weeks be able to offer meaningful guesses about the aliens, but Benson had what she’d asked for.

      She congratulated the young officers. “We wouldn’t have made it to this point without your professionalism.”

      Bertrand seemed about to burst with pride. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Apparently, neither of the lieutenants understood the implications of what they were experiencing, and that was fine with Benson. The idea of a god or an entity so advanced that it appeared to be a god was troubling enough, but when combined with encouraging that appearance, the result was downright terrifying.

      Another burst of song came from the figures standing at the edge of the platform.

      Twelve figures, each positioned near the edge of the structure, each posted upon an avenue of gold that ran to an opening into the center of the constructed planetoid…

      What Benson wouldn’t give at that moment to have a group of historical experts and scientists to delve into the spectacle.

      Her searches of the Sampati’s databases continued to point to ancient religions. She was about to dismiss the whole thing, to order the lieutenants to begin the work of calculating the best way to return to known space, when she sensed a change in the air. It was still warmer than normal, tainted with the heated anxiety of her and her crew’s frazzled and frenzied thinking, but there was something more as well, a pressure⁠—

      She twisted to glance behind her and nearly tipped the walker over. Her shocked groan snapped the lieutenants from their discussion to see what she had reacted to.

      Bertrand whimpered, a barely audible sound, and he stepped forward, soft hands clenched into pudgy fists, to insert himself between his commander and the figure that had materialized out of thin air. “Who⁠—?”

      The figure glowed, its shape uncertain at first but quickly resolving into a bipedal form and then a perfectly humanoid appearance. Its luminescence abruptly transitioned from a brilliant blue-white to a softer, warmer gold. At first, it appeared as Brianna Stiles, but not the elderly assassin crippled by mental decay. Instead it was the gorgeous young woman of decades past who had thrown Faith and her fellow Pandora crew members into a tizzy, ultimately dragging Benson into the incident that had propelled the Kedraalian Republic into action, forcing them to reclaim their worlds from the crazed separatists who had incited a civil war.

      In the presence of the dead assassin, Faith couldn’t hold back her self-loathing. The feelings of inadequacy that had plagued her in the Genesis 3’s presence rose up like a tidal wave.

      Something in Faith’s demeanor conveyed to the figure the unwelcome nature of the sight, and it immediately shifted to a different shape, growing taller, broader, and thicker. Brianna’s warm brown skin took on the familiar bronze of Floyd Thiessen, and the assassin’s delicate features transitioned to the handsome, roguish angularity of the man who would steal Faith’s heart.

      The Floyd doppelgänger smiled, apparently satisfied with this new reaction. “Faith Benson. Admiral. Prime minister. Chief executive. How would you be addressed?”

      Faith nearly fell to her knees. The damned thing’s voice was Floyd’s, down to the borderline growl he could put into his deep tones if he wanted to turn her knees into jelly.

      She fought back the urge to launch herself at the doppelgänger, to slap the rascally glint out of her ex-husband’s handsome face. “I…”

      “Does this appearance trouble you?”

      “Trouble?”

      Heat ran through her. If this Light and its envoys could read her mind, then they knew she wanted to douse Floyd in gas and set him on fire. She wanted to rake her nails down his cheeks and gouge out his eyes with her thumbs.

      Does the appearance of the father of my children trouble me? The cheating bastard who couldn’t stay loyal to me for even the span of a few months—does he trouble me? The man who once shattered my resolve and overwhelmed my ambitions?

      No way was she letting this thing, this lump of light and whatever else it was, control her. She had run the Kedraalian Republic, had built Umbra from scratch to do the hard work no one else seemed willing to do anymore.

      Her mouth had gone dry while gaping at the figure, and her throat had constricted. She worked up some spit, swallowed. “I’m fine with the form you’ve chosen.”

      “Excellent. I have come as a messenger to communicate directly with you.”

      Glory! Glory! Glory!

      Benson glanced up, head cocked to listen, wondering if that conveyed well enough her question to the Floyd Thiessen figure. It continued to beam at her, oblivious.

      She leaned on her walker. “I thought you were communicating already.”

      The figure bowed, and understanding touched its beautiful, perfect brow. “My name is Gabriel. To better express the will and the way, I have been chosen to speak directly as well as to listen.”

      Despite her radiating cold loathing, Faith couldn’t see anything but a serene levelness to her guest. “Gabriel, was it?”

      “Yes.” The messenger’s voice—Floyd’s voice—battered Faith’s resolve.

      “I would have expected an envoy more quickly than this, actually.”

      “Concern for your well-being overrides anything else. What awaits you and your comrades is glorious, but the situation that brought you here has weighed heavily on you. You have lost comrades and suffered terrible hurt.”

      She had no idea if this Gabriel could sense the pain in her belly, but there was no doubt it knew about the deaths they had endured. “Your concern is touching.”

      “Of course. Too long, your people have been separated from the bosom of the Light. Too long, you have been denied the love and protection of the most holy of holies.”

      “I…”

      “You do not need to apologize, Faith Benson. You have returned to the Light, and that is all that matters.”

      She couldn’t recall abandoning this Light, but Faith was beginning to think she wanted to do exactly that. For now, though, she needed to hear Gabriel out and to understand what had brought her ship here.

      After that…

      Well, she wasn’t sure what came next, but at least she knew it wasn’t another fight with the machine threat, and for now, that was enough.
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      No one liked hospitals, or at least Galen Yao assumed that was true. The medicinal smells, the patients laid out for display like chunks of meat dressed for inspection, the sense of death hovering just around the corner—all of it combined for a nerve-racking experience at the best of times.

      The senior SAID agent wasn’t facing the best of times.

      He sat in the darkness, his tall, athletic frame squeezed into the small room that had previously been set aside for former prime minister—and former sanctioned target—Faith Benson after her near-death experience aboard the Manann. Galen himself was bandaged up and aching after his fight with Susanna Meza. The drugged-up head of SAID Chief Curtis McEwan’s favorite liquidation team had packed a punch, taking him hostage and nearly killing his partner Nina Kyle and Meza’s own understudy, Cheyenne Matherne. Intravenous drips, swollen and discolored flesh protruding from beneath bandages, and the flicker of life-sign monitors were testament to the two women’s strength.

      As for Meza, Galen hoped she was slowly dying in space somewhere, her blood boiling while radiation saturated her organs. If Aparo had the ability to teleport her, surely he had the ability to make her suffer for all she’d done.

      Galen looked from Nina’s face to Cheyenne’s, hoping that one of them might suddenly wake and tell him it was going to be okay.

      Neither budged.

      The machinery softly hissed and beeped, tracing
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