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			Prologue

			The vibrant blue trunks of the local flora creaked softly in a gentle breeze. Their leaves—or this planet’s equivalent—wobbled on their thin stems, reflecting light with their iridescent chemicals and creating striating shimmers across the forest floor. It was nearly silent as the dozen humans, clad in black armor and armed with semi-automatic weapons, moved through the trees with the measured practice of the elite force they were. Their boots crunched softly, almost imperceptibly, on the twigs and scattering of detritus beneath their feet. 

			Their leader held up a black-gloved fist, and the company stopped in unison. Each member of this elite squad—Fenix Corporation’s Planetary Intervention Division—had been handpicked for this mission, and it showed in their fluid and practiced reactions to one another. They waited quietly for further instruction from their leader. 

			A crack sounded suddenly in the silent forest. Eleven glossy helmets turned slowly toward the source of the sound. The leader of the PID, a middle-aged man with fierce blue eyes beneath his gray plastiglass visor, chinned the comm in his helmet. It crackled in his team’s ears. 

			“What was that?”

			“A stick, sir,” came the strained voice of the squad’s newest member, Kyle Riggins. 

			Silence echoed from the other members of the squad until the leader, Cal Dormer, responded.

			“Dammit, Riggins. Watch your step. The last thing we need is for these Nonnies to know we’re here and blow our element of surprise. I haven’t chased this bastard down for a cycle to end up scaring him off with a misplaced boot.” 

			Cal was close in age to many of his group but was several years older than Riggins. Two of his group were older than Cal, but were good at taking orders, and that’s about all that mattered.

			“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” Kyle said, hunkering on his haunches while the rest of the team resumed their fervent watch of the trees ahead. Riggins then did his strange tic into the mic of his helmet. He clicked his tongue twice into the comms, a habit that Cal could barely stomach. The first time he’d done it, several of the squad asked what it was all about. The new kid—because that’s what he was, barely old enough to serve in the PID—blushed and shook his head. 

			“It’s a habit. I can’t break it. Even got a few Cybers to counteract it, but it doesn’t go away.”

			After that, everyone simply accepted it as part of who he was, though they started calling him “Clicks” behind his back.. It didn’t happen frequently, only when he’d garnered attention for one reason or another. Cal figured it was a defense mechanism at best, and a nervous tic at worst.

			Cal hadn’t actually picked him for this mission. His father was some paper-pusher who rubbed shoulders with members of the Board. Word had it that he was related to the Headmistress of Eden, but that was just rumor. Riggins didn’t usually talk about his family, but they’d learned enough to recognize the signs. It was apparent that his daddy believed the kid needed some real-world experience, needed to see what really happened on these missions, what drove Fenix to establish new contacts amidst the stars. 

			So Cal had been strongly encouraged to choose Riggins as his twelfth mission member. He’d reluctantly complied, knowing that making any argument that the kid wasn’t trained or ready would fall on deaf ears. Cal didn’t even review the kid’s file: everything had already been set in motion anyway; Cal’s approval was simply a formality. 

			Cal turned his attention back in the direction of their target. The roofs of several low buildings could be seen just ahead atop a short hill. He repositioned the automatic rifle against his shoulder and breathed a sigh of relief after several seconds of continued silence. Thankfully, the local thugs weren’t alerted to their presence. 

			Most of the low blue trees hid the PID squad as they advanced to a line of yellow brush a few dozen steps from the base of the hill. The crimson waters of the mercury sea on their right glimmered in the distance through the trees, like freshly spilled blood oozing its way across the landscape far below. 

			Cal’s executive officer patch shimmered in the glittering reflected light, gold thread shining brightly on the black fabric beneath. He raised a fist and motioned the group forward, a slow approach to the village where their target was last rumored to be warmongering. 

			“Eyes up,” Cal said to his squad, each of them readying their weapons. He checked his own, ensuring that the hemorrhagic rounds were active. Hemorrhagic rounds, or what the PID nicknamed “rager rounds,” slowed the biorhythm of any organism’s circulatory system. Fenix Corporation’s research had shown that these kinds of bullets would be the best strategy against the locals, which were large four-armed bipedal hominids with two hearts. Tech nerds back at headquarters on Eridia-4 told them that six rounds would be overdoing it. A couple shots to the main body mass would incapacitate their targets; any more than that and they’d risk killing them. Two were usually recommended for standard organic body compositions, three for larger bodies. Four could prove to be fatal. Five certainly would be. Six, Cal believed, were for those who needed a little more encouragement to die. 

			Cal motioned his team forward, several clicking their comms on to give visual confirmations as their silent creeping brought the group to the edge of the hill. Atop the small rise ahead, several low buildings sat in a small clearing of the forest. To Cal, it looked as if the buildings had been grown from the surrounding trees. Some seemed to be made of a single massive trunk, hollowed out inside for living quarters. Others were grown from two or three, their bulbous trunks joining and separating at strategic points for structural integrity and room allocation. 

			“Movement ahead,” commed Winder, his second.

			In the center of the growths sat several dozen blue-skinned humanoids of all shapes and sizes. They were all of the same species but certainly weren’t human. Two legs and bipedal, just like the reports, but that was about where the similarities ended. Instead of two arms, they had four. Their noses hung down their faces like flaccid trunks, resulting in several vulgar nicknames of the species. Their mouths moved constantly, small mandibles to each side vibrating and twitching like crustaceans he’d seen on several water-rich worlds. Their ears were positioned on either side of their head, but their eyes, which should have been on the front of their faces, were just below their ears on each side. Cal grimaced and swallowed a slur that came to mind the second he looked at them. 

			Their skin and clothes were filthy as many in the gathering cowered in the dust and leaves, four hands atop their heads in submission as a larger and more menacing blue-skinned humanoid of the same species hefted a large spear. He aimed it at what appeared to be a wailing young female tied to a wooden post. 

			Cal commanded his intelligent armor to drop the quidvis overlay across his internal visor. After several heartbeats, a red box appeared in his vision around the image of the spear-wielding alien in the center. Several words ratcheted across the screen, filling the space on his quidvis as it pulled information from the ship database connection aboard Operation: Hope’s pride and joy, The Altruist. 

			NAME: Pe’ek ti-M’lac

			LAST KNOWN LOCATION: PETRAGLIF

			WANTED FOR: CRIMES AGAINST SENTIENT BEINGS…

			The words continued to fly across the page. He scrolled with ocular controls through the lists of illegal activities and known associates, confirming that he knew everything necessary before continuing.

			He could hear the guttural grunts and barks of this particularly primal Nonnie language. It disgusted him. Uncivilized, dirty, untrustworthy. If they’d just stop fighting and act normal, there’d be no reason for any kind of aggression, at least from Fenix.

			He waited for the words “Target Match” to appear on his screen. He didn’t have to wait long as they washed his face in red, blinking text. He breathed a sigh of relief.

			Finally. It was him. Eridia-4, the hub of known space, along with the Coalition, had finally worked out a contract of assistance with a single prerequisite: the elimination of one particular troublemaker. M’lac was fueling an uprising against the current king of the largest continent on the planet Petraglif. Cal didn’t care which of the bastards were in power; all he needed was to complete the task so that Fenix could finally agree to the terms and render aid to these miserable and wretched creatures. The leader of this group had been nearly impossible to track down and eliminate, a thorn in the hide of the current king of Petraglif. Fenix had the means to track him, but it had taken a surprising number of weeks to get the intel. 

			Thanks to the technology and resources of Fenix Corporation, Cal and his team were able to track M’lac down. Cal had been ordered, as Direct Executor of Coalition Contracts, to stabilize the economy by eliminating the terrorist. And now, after what felt like a dozen secret meetings, back-alley trades, and trips across the planet, they’d found him. All he had to do was eliminate this ugly bastard, and Petraglif would be welcomed into the Coalition with open arms. Fenix would deliver all measure of assistance, and their people would no longer be torn between two rival powers, rampant starvation due to limited access to food and drinkable water—or the equivalent to these people. 

			Cal dismissed his quidvis with a click of his tongue, and it retreated into each side of his helmet with a quiet snick. He turned his helmet to meet the eyes of the two men adjacent to him and gave the tiniest of nods. They nodded back and passed the nonverbal message down the line of men. 

			He hefted the weapon to his shoulder and aimed. 

			But at that moment, M’lac grabbed the female on the pole, roughly cut her loose, and turned just enough that Cal couldn’t get a clear shot. The larger blue male held the smaller female around her neck with two of his hands. His third hand held the spear aloft as if rallying his troops while the fourth pointed to members of the listening crowd with an accusatory finger. 

			He was obviously going to use her as an example. 

			The trouble was that M’lac was just another in a long line of terrible Nonnies. It was like Fenix cast a net into the stars and pulled in all the planets they could. The ones that were technologically advanced or well-off enough were largely ignored by the Coalition; they didn’t need help. These other backwater planets run by primitive territorial kings were perfect for Fenix to swoop in and deliver some much-needed aid. Sometimes it seemed like the aliens on the planet had barely achieved sentience when Fenix arrived. Cal and his team would drop in amidst territorial squabbles and spear-wielding natives. It was ridiculous, and sometimes Cal thought a waste of time. But Petraglif had plenty of resources that Fenix could use for the good of the Coalition, which meant it was important to Fenix, and therefore important to Cal. All he needed to do was waste this savage.

			The sound of movement to his right pulled his attention from M’lac’s rough handling of the Nonnie girl at the top of the rise. He turned toward the sound that distracted him. Riggins, the same kid who’d stepped on a branch, was sinking. Though, as Cal stared, he realized the kid wasn’t actually moving at all. It was as if he were frozen mid-fall, and the ground was rising to meet him. 

			Even though Riggins’ face was obscured by his helmet, Cal could see by the kid’s frantic and fumbling movements that their stealth was about to go sideways.

			It took a fraction of a second for Cal’s brain to catch up to what was happening. Some godforsaken creature on this godforsaken planet had camouflaged itself into the ground until Riggins stepped on it. Now it was swallowing Riggins’ leg. It was like a giant slug, but Cal didn’t have time to stop it; he’d only have time to mitigate the aftereffects. 

			“Prep for engagement,” Cal said hastily into his comm as the kid raised his gun, muzzle aimed toward the leafy ground crawling up his leg with amoeba-like appendages.

			The muzzle of the kid’s gun flashed twice, and the unmistakable sound of it echoed through the silent alien forest. 

			BLAM BLAM!

			Everything happened in the blink of an eye. 

			The other members of the PID squad were already in the process of shouldering their weapons. Some of them were locked ahead, where M’lac and his cronies now sat. Others were momentarily shocked that Riggins would discharge his weapon without engaging the enemy first, their mind not quite believing what their eyes were seeing. 

			Cal looked back at M’lac and zoomed in on the alien’s face. The blue brute searched for a split second, then met Cal’s eye, shouting something feral and guttural while moving the accusatory finger toward him and his squad. Cal’s helmet translated it after a millisecond.

			Our enemies have found us! Introduce them to Ukulak <Petraglifian dialect discrepancy detected, translation unknown>!

			“Fenix, engage!” he shouted over the war cries as the dozens of blue-skinned warriors began charging down the low slope toward them. To Cal’s surprise, they had more than spears. Some held rudimentary guns and what looked like some kind of electric dart shooter, its projectiles sizzled through the air as they passed. They were still a century behind what Cal and his team held, but a stone knife could kill just as completely as a Therippian Fusion rifle. 

			Cal engaged his helmet microphone with a dip of his chin as he ducked behind the blue trunk of a tree. “Remember, try for low casualties. Rager rounds only.”

			Ten affirmative clicks sounded in his ears as the forest exploded with the sounds of war. He could hear Clicks screaming in pain a few steps away. The tree Cal stood behind rattled against his back as rounds from the enemy weapons imbedded themselves in its soft trunk. 

			Cal ducked and ran toward his downed squad member. Several spears landed in the trees nearby but not close enough to make him worried. What worried him were the near silent zip-zip of the enemy shots. 

			He slid across the ground, scattering leaves and dust. Nearby, a branch landed on the ground with a crash as some projectile separated it from its tree. Another began burning from within as one of the Nonnie’s bolts struck it. 

			The snail creature had made it to Riggins’ knee before his shots had killed it. It was now a congealed bubbling mess pooling at Riggins’ feet.

			Foot, thought Cal with a frown.

			Riggins was crying and clutching his ruined leg. While the snail thing didn’t have any teeth, it was obvious that its mouth was full of enzymes perfectly equipped for dissolving organic tissue. The leg was a dripping stump of bloody goo just below the knee. 

			“Ag down,” came through Cal’s headset from multiple sources. “Aggressor down” meant that they’d need to be bound when all this was settled. It was a simple way to let the others on the team know that there were still potential targets out there, should the rager rounds wear off before the fight was over. 

			Cal shouldered his weapon and grabbed Riggins beneath the arm, dragging him away from the firefight. Projectiles whistled through the air as the Petraglif Nonnies fought back. His own squad’s rifle shots rocked through the forest, rattling gunfire disrupting the silence that had been there only moments before. 

			Cal pulled Riggins around one of the larger of the trees, far enough from the main fight that they could come back for him after the fighting was done. 

			Cal smacked the controls to raise the kid’s helmet, and it disappeared into his suit at the back of his head. Riggins was breathing heavily, eyes wide and face pale. 

			“Hey,” said Cal, trying to get the kid’s attention, but the inexperienced soldier’s eyes rolled and looked around in wide-eyed panic. 

			Cal grabbed Riggins’ head with both hands, centering his eyes on himself. “Riggins!” 

			Riggins’ wide eyes settled on Cal, and while they were still thick with terror and pain, they did focus a little more. 

			“You’re going to be fine. Your suit has already administered some morphine and mitigated the adrenaline shock. Do you understand me?”

			A wayward dart thunked into the other side of the tree they were crouched behind. 

			“You’re not going to die, okay? You’re going to be just fine.” 

			Cal glanced down at the ruined leg. 

			“Probably get a medal,” he said with a smile, patting the kid’s cheek with a gloved palm.

			By now, the PID-issued suit had no doubt numbed the injury and began injecting clotting bots into the kid’s body. He wouldn’t bleed out, but Cal didn’t need one of his own to die. This was certainly not ideal; the kid would be set up for life with Fenix’s compensation package. And he’d be out of the way for the real fight. 

			“Boss,” said a voice in Cal’s helmet. 

			Cal slapped Riggins’ shoulder and, in his own helmet, told Riggins’ suit to administer enough morphine to knock him out for the next couple of hours. He keyed the override affirmative and focused on Riggins again.

			“I’ll be back. Stay here and shoot anything that gets close to you.” Cal turned his visor to transparent and stared at the kid’s eyes. They pleaded with Cal the unspoken wish that Cal would save him, keep him safe. Poor kid wasn’t used to pain, harm, or death. This was all new compared to a cushy life of parties and leisure vacations up the Crystal Coast. 

			Riggins blinked and nodded, but his eyes began to dilate as the morphine splashed through his system. 

			Cal nodded and stood, running through the trees and quickly asking for updates from his team. They were efficient, no doubt about it. The enemies that had been running down the hill were incapacitated, lying in the dirt breathing slowly as the rager rounds screwed with their biorhythm. A nearby alien twitched, and Cal shot him unhurriedly in the leg. He’d probably be fine.

			Climbing the hill quickly in just a few heavy steps, he keyed his comm. “Update.”

			A deep voice crackled in his helmet. “Blue Team. East building secure, no casualties, twelve incapped.” Vogul and Hazura accounted for.

			“Red Team. West two buildings secure, no casualties, twenty-one incapped,” said another. Garrett and Toland accounted for.

			As he looked around at the immediate results of his team’s attempts to take out M’lac, his quidvis showed green box overlays across his vision where his team’s known locators blinked. “Orange Team. Central building secure, no casualties, eighteen incapped.” Polinia and Saz accounted for.

			Cal was on Gold Team with Riggins. He felt it better to pair the most experienced with the least experienced. That didn’t work out as well as I hoped, he thought as he stepped over several incapped Petraglens. Several of those that had been sitting on the ground stared open-mouthed or shied away, hiding their faces with their arms. 

			“Where’s M’lac?” Cal’s whole purpose had been to hunt this gravving Nonnie down, and he’d be damned if he escaped after all of this. 

			He counted two heartbeats before asking again. 

			“Where in the black void is M’lac, Fenix Team?”

			A hesitant voice, Garett, spoke up. “I saw him retreat into the central building, but Toland and I were focused on our end and couldn’t do much.”

			“Green Team, what do you have?”

			Green Team were the right-most members of the squad. So far, there were ten squad members accounted for. His quidvis overlay didn’t show any green boxes in that direction.

			“Still working on it, boss,” said a low strained voice. “Winder and I are pinned down. These bastards have some kind of automatic weapon that cut through our armor, reminded me of rico-pulse rounds or something close enough. We’re fine but using increased caution. They’re also using the locals as shields; we can’t get a good shot without risking injury to the bystanders.”

			“Collateral damage, Garett. We can work with it.”

			Double click in his headset told him that Green Team understood. Winder and Orren accounted for. Their green boxes had appeared in Cal’s vision moments after Garett spoke up. 

			A four-armed blue form jumped from a nearby building roof to land in front of Cal, too close and too quickly for him to react. The Petraglen reached out and grasped Cal’s weapon, pointing the barrel to the sky as Cal pulled the trigger, spraying rager rounds over the creature’s shoulder and into the air. 

			Reacting quickly, Cal released the weapon and kicked out with his boot. He engaged the small booster on his heel, increasing the speed with which the boot connected with the creature’s torso. 

			The kick landed, and the Petraglen let out a woopf of air, bending over. Cal grabbed the pistol at his belt and drew it in a flash. The butt of the pistol was keyed to his heat signature, and he felt it heating up even as he pulled it from his hip and began to center the sight on his aggressor’s torso. 

			Two quick trigger pulls, and the pistol bucked twice. Two rager rounds punched into the blue skin of the Nonnie. It stumbled toward Cal, who backed up several steps and watched it fall face-down into the yellow and brown grass at his feet. 

			Cal stepped over the creature, holstering his pistol and retrieving his rifle from the creature’s slack grasp. He wasn’t gentle.

			“Haven’t heard from Black Team yet, boss.” 

			Toland, young voice usually full of mischief, was deadly serious now. 

			Black Team was the left-most duo. He looked in that direction, hoping his quidvis would pick up their locations. 

			“Black Team?”

			Silence.

			“Crew. Shep.”

			No green boxes appeared.

			Gravgods be damned, he thought. 

			“Garett and Polinia, with me. Shore up the loose ends, make sure that no locals are killed, and get the agitators subdued.”

			Cal began trotting across the open space, ignoring the thankful blue hands that reached for him. He made his way around several large buildings. Garett of Red Team and Polinia of Orange Team left their partners—Toland and Saz respectively—and were next to him in a heartbeat, their green boxes disappearing as soon as they came into view, replaced by green outlines of their forms. He gave some hand signals, and the others followed orders, Garett going left, his weapon held against his shoulder and finger hovering just above the trigger. Polinia followed, watching right, weapon at the ready, too. 

			Distantly, he thanked all the suns that his team was practiced enough to trust him. 

			Cal went up the middle, weapon armed and trigger finger ready. The sun that had previously bathed the forest in an easy orange glow had retreated behind heavy gray clouds. A mist of rain had begun to fall. With the swirling moisture, visibility had lessened significantly. 

			Black Team was in charge of securing the farthest building from the team’s original entry position. It required sneaking around the back of the group and heading them off. There were all kinds of things that could have happened, but Cal could only focus on getting to them and securing M’lac. That grav-bound Nonnie remained top priority. 

			The trio rounded a corner, and the building Black Team tried to secure loomed in front of them. Two blue-skinned warriors lunged at them from between sturdy stacks of blue wood against the building. Garett and Polinia fired twice, and Cal fired once. Both bodies crumpled to the ground, red lines pulsing across the Nonnies’ skin and slowing their heart rate immediately. 

			“Ags down at our location,” said Cal to his team, hoping they were able to start mopping up. 

			Ahead, Cal spied what looked like the boot of a Fenix squad member sticking out of the entry way, the black leather toe pointing to the sky. Cal swallowed but didn’t hesitate as he indicated for the other two to move slowly forward. He scanned rapidly back and forth, searching for any movement. When the trio stepped into the building, Cal fired twice at another warrior that ducked from behind cover, its ricocast glowing like a blue globe in the light mist that had begun to fall.

			With any nearby danger eliminated, Polinia knelt next to the prone soldier and rolled his helmet back. The black indicator on his shoulder confirmed to Cal it was either Crew or Shep. 

			The helmet retracted to show a handsome young man’s tanned face, patchy scruff covering most of his jaw. It was Crew. His gray eyes stared blankly at the alien ceiling above a slack mouth. A vicious red line arced across his throat where it had been cut. 

			“Gravs,” cursed Cal under his breath. “Stay here with him, Pols. Garett, with me. Friendly down, my position,” said Cal, compartmentalizing the pain and shouldering his weapon as he stepped over his dead friend, a resolute anger budding in his chest.

			They moved through the building slowly. Garett downed three additional warriors while Cal downed two more that leaned out from their cover to fire wildly at them.

			The building was larger than he’d thought originally. Winding through the halls and down short levels told him that these Petraglens were ridiculous in their architecture. It was haphazard and confusing, not at all something a normal person could navigate.

			Around another corner, he saw two square pieces of the floor lift in unison. Two warriors, holding weapons that shot some kind of blade, fired twice. One of the blades cut through Cal’s shoulder pad with a ziff that made his skin crawl with how close it came to his neck. He fired twice in rapid succession and downed both. Garett had done the same, but a buzzblade had caught him in the chest. 

			“You good?” Cal asked, inspecting the damage to his armor and removing the metal-toothed disc that had lodged in his armor’s protective layer.

			Garett nodded. “Yeah, fine. Let’s go. Suit’s got me.”

			Cal nodded and keyed a suit check of his own to make sure the adrenaline wasn’t hiding some wound. His quidvis came back all green.

			Cal kicked open one of the trapdoors while Garett looked at the others. Cal’s was a low, empty space with no additional entries that he could see, but Garett whistled and beckoned Cal over. 

			A tunnel ran into the darkness from the low muddy space, their flashlights illuminating only a dozen yards down the dank passage.

			Cal jumped in without any hesitation, weapon at the ready and flashlight beam lighting the ruddy walls. There were large, four-toed footsteps in the dirt as well as drag marks. If Cal had to guess, M’lac had gone this way and dragged his hostage with him. 

			He shook his head at the absurdity of their resistance. It was like ants being visited by benevolent gods only to immediately begin fighting against their gifts. He turned his helmet’s low-light vision up. The quidvis would show him details his eyes couldn’t see.

			The duo walked down the dark tunnel, careful but with purpose. Their heavy armor rustled and clattered quietly in the black of the unlit tunnel.

			Cal could hear some muffled movement ahead, and he signaled to Garett to keep an eye out. His quidvis didn’t show anything, but he knew it was there. Measurements of sound, height above sea level, and moisture level all informed him of his surroundings. He ignored most of it. 

			They stepped forward and around another corner and found themselves facing a trio of tunnel entrances about eight feet tall. Cal didn’t hesitate, heading down the left where the footprints and drag marks led. Another pair of footprints led into another tunnel. Shep’s, he figured. 

			“Stay here in case Shep or M’lac circle back.” He sent this directly to Garett. Cal wanted to comm his squad, to tell Shep to come back but feared that in the confined space, it would give his position away and perhaps put some of his team in more danger. “Tell the rest of the team on an excluding channel what’s happening.” 

			“Got it, boss,” responded Garett, posting up against the wall between the tunnel they’d come from and the other three. The excluding channel would leave Cal’s comm out of it, prevent interrupting his concentration or alerting someone nearby to his position because of the noise.

			Cal walked faster now, certain that he was gaining on his target. He could still hear some sounds of struggle ahead, and then in the middle of it, a muffled yelp. The noise meter on his quidvis visor spiked and then settled again.

			He broke into a run, not caring for the noise he made as his quarry was near. He needed to end this.

			He rounded a corner and saw M’lac backing down the tunnel, the female held limply in front of him by two of his arms, a buzzblade at her throat with a third and his fourth hand on the wall of the tunnel. He hadn’t been careful, and she bore several shallow cuts that dripped dark blood down the cloth that covered her chest. Her feet dragged across the ground, making shallow trails that had been easy to follow.

			“<It’s over, M’lac,>” Cal said aloud, his helmet translating it to the local language and dialect. The alien warlord stopped in surprise, eyes focusing on the armored threat standing just ahead of him.

			“One more step, and I’ll kill the girl.” The alien’s guttural voice came through Cal’s speakers loud and clear thanks to the translator. M’lac pressed the blade to her neck a little more forcefully. Cal could hear its tiny motor whine in the cramped dark. 

			Cal sighed and tried not to smile at the feeble attempt at threat. “<I’m not sure why you think I’d worry about her.>” Cal wasn’t sure if sarcasm came through the translator, but he didn’t care too much. “<I’m here for you.>” He took a tentative step forward. “<This isn’t my first mission, and it seems to be following the similar script of all the others.>”

			M’lac’s face screwed up in confusion. “Looks like Fenix sent their little dog to chase me down.” The blue savage spit to the side as Cal’s translator spoke into his helmet. Cal frowned and felt anger bubble within. Not anger at the Nonnie before him, but anger at the accusation that Cal wasn’t in charge of his own choices, that he was at the whim of the machine.

			“<I’m no dog. No one has a leash on me.>” 

			M’lac smiled, seeing he’d scored a hit against Cal. The Nonnie’s black teeth were sharpened to points that glittered even in the quidvis’ low-light screen. “<See,>” Cal continued, “<all of you idiot non-humans think that just because you’ve had the power over your paltry little mountain or valley or continent all this time that it belongs to you.>” He spoke down the sight of his rifle, uncertain if he could make the shot without hurting the female. “<But it doesn’t. Where you think you own the tiniest square of space on the tiniest little planet in the tiniest part of space, I’ve relieved entire moons from the perceived dominion of dumber Nonnies than you. And now I’m here to relieve you of yours.>”

			“<You can’t have it,>” said M’lac, desperation present even through the translator. 

			“<Sure I can,>” said Cal. Then he pulled the trigger. 

			The girl’s body jolted as the rager round hit her in the chest. M’lac’s eyes went wide as he reacted by running the blade across her throat. Blood poured down her meager clothes as she crumpled to the ground. The voiding waste of evolution turned quickly to run down the tunnel, but Cal fired six times in quick succession, each round hitting its mark and making M’lac’s body dance in the darkness. By the final round, M’lac’s form was already falling lifelessly to the ground. 

			Cal watched the body as it fell with a muffled wumpf and stood in the silence for several heartbeats after. When he was sure the gravving Nonnie wouldn’t get up, he relaxed his shoulders, dropped the weapon into the sling across his chest, and breathed a sigh of relief. He stepped over the body of the dead girl and approached his target. 

			It took more time than he wanted to drag the body of the Petraglen warlord back through the tunnel and through the building, but Shep had found Garett and they’d waited, and they made the work that much easier. 

			But Cal’s elation at finally catching his target dulled as he approached their staging zone. Polinia had brought Crew back to the base of the hill below the village. Several of the others had begun releasing the locals and gathering up the followers of the rebel M’lac, loading them into a transport with all arms secured and weapons confiscated. Many of them were calm and resigned, but several spit and cursed at the humans who had finally bested their feeble leader.

			Cal keyed his quidvis, and an image of The Altruist appeared in his visor. It linked via a satellite they’d placed in orbit before landing planetside. 

			“This is Cal Dormer, Squad Leader for Operation: Hope. Target has been neutralized, single injury: Private Riggins. Single casualty: Dominic Crews. I consider this mission a success.”

			The Commander of The Altruist replied after a second of lag time, appearing as a face in Cal’s quidvis visor. “Officer Dormer, this is Commander Lumina. Well done on a successful mission. Prison transport is underway, and additional supplies and success messages are being signaled to King Utul’mo per Fenix contractual obligations. Transport is en route for casualty retrieval and medical attention. Any other information to report regarding local resistance?”

			Cal thought of the female Petraglen that had been killed by M’lac but knew it didn’t matter now. “M’lac killed one of the locals in response to our presence, but nothing more.”

			Commander Lumina waved it away. “Nothing notable, then.”

			Cal nodded and thanked the Commander before ending the communication.

			The message would be relayed by the satellite to several others through known space, back to the Coalition headquarters on Eridia-4. Once it was there—perhaps tomorrow—they’d engage their Salvation Initiative and bring food, supplies, technology, and medicine for the people of this planet. 

			Cal walked over to where several of his team members stood over the body of their teammate Crews. They’d mourn him, of course. But it was part of the risk of these missions, of being a member of the ground team, the first contact. They knew it, and Cal knew it. It wasn’t good, but they were doing good, and that’s what mattered. None of them cried, though the stoic faces showed more emotion than he’d seen on many of their faces before. 

			As Cal stared at Crews’ pale skin, he made a decision. He’d been putting it off for some time, but this was too real, too familiar. He didn’t want to waste any more time trying to convince these ridiculous civilizations that there was a better way than working in the dirt for scraps. When I get home, he promised himself, I’m going to propose. His girlfriend, Daedra, had been his courting partner for several years. Perhaps now it was time to make the commitment. 

			He sighed and put his hand on Crews’ chest. The rest of his team followed his lead, and they stayed that way for some time. The rest of the hustle and bustle of operation success and establishing a Fenix presence faded from around them as they all spent just a few minutes remembering their squad member. 

			Gusts of wind blew all manner of leaves and dirt around the staging area as the prisoner transport departed. Several minutes later, a large shuttle arrived to take all of his team to The Altruist and then the long trip back to hub space and Eridia-4.

			That night, in the bar of The Altruist, Garett and Polinia were playing back Cal’s antics in chasing down M’lac, much to the enjoyment and encouragement of the others. 

			“And then,” said Garett, pretending to hold an invisible rifle in his hands, “Bossman said ‘Sure I can’ and shot the bastard in the face!” The seven others around him laughed and clapped him on the back. “The gravving Nonnie had no idea what hit him.” Garett held his glass up to Cal. “And don’t worry. I won’t let them know you pulled the trigger a few more times than necessary.” He winked, and Cal grinned. 

			“Yeah, yeah,” he said, but it was drowned out by the raucous laughter of those around him. Despite the celebratory nature of a mission’s end, Cal’s thoughts continued to drift back home. Thoughts of Daedra and the comforts of being off-mission drew him in. 

			Maybe he’d be able to change divisions. While he loved going planetside, a wife—and eventually a kid or two—would require his safety to be a priority. This might be the path to that future. And he’d be lying to himself if he said that didn’t excite him. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			CAL

			The pleasant chime and calm female voice of the Fenix Corp ship-wide announcement system roused Cal from a restless slumber. 

			“Ship is now on approach to destination: Eridia-4. Docking procedure will initiate shortly. Please remain seated with restraints securely fastened until the pilot gives the restraint release signal.”

			He rubbed his bleary eyes and sat up, stretching and arching his back as much as the small space allowed between the inner hull of the ship and the large stranger in the seat next to him. He looked out the small viewport on his right. The dark void of space stretched as far as he could see. Specks of light in all colors shone in his view like glittering jewels sinking beneath the surface of a vast sea.

			The other members of his squad who were returning to Eridia-4 were in varying states of wakefulness. Toland was snoring a few rows away, a line of drool oozing from his open mouth and dripping onto his shirt, soaking his shoulder in an expanding circle of wetness. 

			Polinia smiled politely at him and looked out her own window. 

			Riggins’ leg was healed up, the stump now smooth and nestled in its prosthetic sling. He’d been outfitted with a standard military-grade prosthetic, which was fancy wording for something that would get the job done but nothing more. Cal felt a small surge of regret begin to rise in his gut. He’d been responsible for Riggins and had largely ignored the kid during their mission. If he’d paid closer attention, maybe he could have prevented the accident that claimed the kid’s leg. 

			Riggins saw Cal staring at the metal extension below the knee. The kid blushed and moved to the adjacent seat so that his leg was hidden, staring out the window and pointedly ignoring Cal. 

			Halistor Riggins, Kyle’s father, had contacted Cal before the flight back to Eridia-4. Of course he’d understood it was part of the mission. There were no hard feelings. And in a strange twist, the man told Cal something that made him feel sorry for the kid. 

			“The poor boy probably deserved it. Never been in a situation that was anywhere close to life or death. Maybe this will wake the little idiot up. I swear, he’s worse than a Nonnie.”

			Cal tried to disengage from the conversation as quickly as he could. Maybe Riggins was right to be angry about being forced into the mission, but Cal couldn’t do anything about it now.

			He’d traveled from nearly the other side of the system where his mission had taken him to Petraglif. The moon Dolsat, a pale white orb, hung in the inky glittering blackness. It was inhabited by humans working the surface and subsurface for minerals and metals. Its larger body, Dronaghue, was just beyond the pale moon, brown and gray swirling across its distant surface. They were the nearest celestial bodies, half a day’s travel from his home. 

			He stared at them as the shuttle’s engines eased up, their velocity in space slowing, perceptible only by the slight adjustment his insides made. 

			The next nearest planet, Angelos, was a few days away. It was home to another sentient species who, as far as Cal could remember, were staunch allies of Fenix Corporation and leaders within the Coalition. Many decades past, Fenix had begun its expansive reach into the stars. After Angelos, the Coalition was formed as an agreement between sentient species with the sole purpose of sharing information, technology, and resources across the stars. 

			Fenix continued its exploration of the system, looking for other sentient species on hundreds of moons of dozens of planets. It was hard work, but it was good work. Fenix had the resources to assist any civilization, to bring them the technology they so desperately needed, allowing them to catch up to the rest of the solar system. In exchange, they’d become part of the Coalition, offering perspective and advice for other, newer sentient species. 

			The most recent sentient discovery had been the stone-age equivalent of beings on Petraglif. Before that was the Terragrim a few years ago on a moon of Gaddera called Telestra. Gaddera was uninhabitable, a wasteland of a planet with excessive gravity and never-ending storms. There were other planets that Fenix had brought into the Coalition, though their value was lessened depending on the resources they could provide, planets like Vab’r’ek, Yol’Batara, and Tenochtitlan. Aside from a few others, there were almost countless moons left to explore, and Fenix was the best equipped to do it, alongside the Coalition partners of course.

			The shuttle adjusted course, and the two large orbs slid from his view.

			It was a long journey from Petraglif. What would have taken years with a standard fusion-clipper drive was reduced to only a few months there and back again, shortened, thankfully, by the development of Fenix Corporation’s Midspace Drive. It was all above what his mind could comprehend, something about refracting space and inhibiting time. It all sounded like fiction to him, but it worked, and that’s all that mattered.

			His midsized transport shuttle continued to adjust, and soon, his destination crept into view: Eridia-4, Fenix Corporation and Coalition headquarters. The colossal oval structure floated between the shuttle and the solar system’s distant sun. From this view, it looked very much like a cracking silver egg abandoned by some gargantuan space dragon. The station’s spires could be seen even from here, stabbing from their anchor on the slowly spinning structure as they reached from one side toward the other. Great curving arms, their foundation at both ends met over the middle apogee. From here, each end of the eight arms appeared to meet, but Cal knew that on the actual station, there was a space of about one hundred meters between each end of the arms, though all were bridged by gravity-resistant roads and the occasional gondola. Each arm spanned almost two thousand kilometers long and five hundred wide. The glow of its lights could be seen only as a neon haze that blurred the space around the massive structure, built by humanity over the course of several centuries. 

			He sighed with relief. He was home. 

			Someone fell into the seat next to him with a huff and smacked him on the leg. “How goes it, boss?”

			Hazura was a large and quiet man. Tattoos of winding designs and images of skulls and flames covered both of his exposed and very large biceps. 

			“It’s fine,” Cal responded, looking out the window as the station slowly grew larger. 

			“Doesn’t seem fine, boss.”

			Cal noted that he was one of the few people who could call him “boss” without condescension. 

			“Ready to be home. Tired of being away.”

			Hazura sighed again and drummed his large fingers on the armrests. “Funny,” he said with a grin, “I’m the opposite. I’m already looking forward to getting back out there.”

			Cal turned to him, genuinely curious. “Why?”

			The big man shrugged. “I don’t know, boss. Just doesn’t feel right sitting on the station while there are Nonnies out there in need of our help.” He pointed away from the station. “Like those Petraglens. Stupid and barely more than cavemen, but now they have us. We saved them, helped them a ton. No telling how many other planets or moons are in the same state.”

			Cal nodded. He could understand the sentiment but couldn’t muster up enough energy today to actually care. 

			“I think that may be my last one, Haz.”

			The big man stared at Cal. 

			“You serious, boss?”

			Cal nodded but didn’t respond.

			After a few minutes, the big man shrugged and held out a meaty hand to shake Cal’s. “Then it’s been an honor, sir.”

			Cal took it and pumped it once. Hazura’s hand swallowed Cal’s, but the big man’s large brown eyes were genuinely disappointed. Or sad—he couldn’t tell. 

			“Best of luck, then.”

			Hazura stood up and went back to his own seat where he began gathering his rucksack. Cal stared back out of the window, his own mind coming to terms with the fact that he had just made the decision. He was done with the PID or would be soon enough. 

			Somewhere down on that massive metal collection of joists and struts was his girlfriend, waiting for his safe return. And soon, she’d be his fiancée. And then his wife.

			The docking procedure was so standard that he felt as if he could disassociate until he found himself in a mobile thruster jetting home. But a voice over the comm system of the ship made his heart jump. 

			“Please remain seated and do not attempt to disembark.”

			Cal looked around at the rest of his squad. They were doing the same. A knot began to form in his midsection as he stared out the window at the docking station. At first glance, it all seemed fairly normal: a bustling starport, plenty of other ships ranging from starjumpers to frigates, and he’d even spied a Galaxia-class mission ship in orbit around the station. 

			The voice over the comm came on again, this time the actual captain in place of the automated female voice. “Please standby. There’s a bit of trouble at the landing pad. It appears there are some protestors that have, uh, gathered there. We’re waiting on the Eridites to clear the area before we can dock and disembark.”

			“Bastards,” said Saz, whose already flat nose was was plastered to the window next to Polinia. 

			The rest of the crew pressed their own faces to the same side, including Cal. 

			He hadn’t seen them from his side, but now on this side, he saw a large gathering of Nonnies crowding the landing pad, pressing up too close to the docking station to avoid injury. Cal wanted to tell the pilot to just land anyway; if they chose to get hurt, that was on them. But he knew that would cause all kind of trouble with the stupid Coalition contracts. 

			Instead, their transport hovered several meters above the docking struts. He strained his ears to hear what they were saying, but the hum of the engines drowned them out. He could read their signs, many of them in Human Standard. They all read some variation of “stop non-human exploitation” and “humans aren’t the only ones who deserve rights.”

			Cal huffed at the display. As if Fenix didn’t already provide enough for these void-rattled ungrateful Nonnies. Now they were requesting the same “rights” as humans. It was unbelievable. 

			“This doesn’t make any sense,” said Saz. 

			“What rights do they think they don’t have?” Riggins this time, surprising Cal by speaking up. “Don’t they live on Eridia-4 just like us? Don’t they have jobs and money and homes?” He scoffed and began typing on his quidvis. 

			Cal stayed silent for his part. He didn’t need to feed the fire, but he agreed with his team. 

			“Eridites are arriving now and dispersing the crowd,” came the captain’s voice. 

			Even as Cal watched, he saw the black-clad humans as they shoved their way through the crowd, many of them roughly moving the Nonnies out of the way. 

			Good, he thought. I’ve got places to go.

			The next few minutes consisted of waiting while those on his team offered colorful commentary on the protestors below. Eventually, the area was cleared, and they said their goodbyes. 

			Riggins limped his way toward a fancy thruster that was sent by his father, no doubt. Hazura, Saz, and Polinia all made their way to the monorail that would drop them at the entertainment district. They’d be partying hard tonight with their payout from this mission, and he couldn’t blame them. Part of him wanted to join. 

			But when Haz gave him one last look before the doors of the train closed, he knew it would be different if he were there. Cal nodded, feeling ridiculous, and Haz simply stared back until the monorail door closed between them.

			As the leader of this PID team, he was afforded several accommodations. One was a personal thruster, which arrived shortly after the others left. 

			The small ground-based vehicle was being driven by a navigation robot. Cal sank into the plush seat that felt like clouds compared to the stiff gel semi-cushions of the transport. The lights of the city flashed by, and Cal breathed in the familiar scents of home: recycled atmosphere, plush leather, and oil.

			Cal’s small apartment was near the center of the Judiciary Sector. PID officers and squads tended to stay close to the main headquarters. But tonight, he’d told the navbot to take him to Daedra’s home. His stomach was in knots, and he couldn’t sit comfortably in the supple seat beneath him. 

			He wiped sweat off his head when the navbot turned its head 180 degrees and told him in a robotic mimic of Human Standard “Arrived, sir.”

			Cal paid with his wrist quidvis by tapping it against the electronic pad on the back of the seat. It beeped, and the robot voice intoned, “Thank you, sir” before Cal stepped out into the cool evening air. The sun foils were down, absorbing the light energy and converting it for city use. This was the “night mode” of Eridia-4, and it served the dual purpose of keeping a schedule of day and night while also keeping the city cool. 

			And he needed it to be cool, now. He wiped sweat from his brow again and took a deep breath. The steps to Daedra’s apartment ran ahead of him. Ten steps to his destiny. 

			He wiped his forehead once more before lunging up the stairs two at a time and smashing the ringer to her quarters a little harder than he’d intended. 

			The screen lit up, and a curly-haired young woman looked into the camera. It took only a second for her face to go from inquisitive confusion to recognition. The woman squealed, and the quidvis turned off. 

			Cal chuckled nervously and turned toward the door. He could hear the sound of her approaching footsteps. By the sound of it, she was running, and sure enough, through the pale glass of the front door, he saw her curly hair streaming behind her as the love of his life ran barefoot down the hall, white and red dress trailing behind her. 

			Daedra Imoretta yanked the door open, her chest rising and falling as she gazed at Cal.

			“I made it back, Dee,” he said a little sheepishly. But he didn’t have much time to say anything else as she leapt into his arms. In order to catch her, he had to drop the bags he’d been carrying, but he didn’t give it a second thought. 

			She buried her face in his neck and began sobbing. He hung onto her tightly, wrapping his arms around her back and clutching her close as she wrapped her legs around his midsection.

			In that moment, he knew he didn’t ever want to let her go. 

			He gently pushed her away, and as she slid down to place her feet on the ground, he too, lowered himself to one knee while pulling a small black felt box from his pocket. Confusion was replaced by disbelief as Daedra put her hands to her mouth, already tear-filled eyes now sparkling.

			“I don’t ever want to leave again. Will you—”

			Daedra didn’t let him finish. She jumped onto him again, and surprised, Cal tried to catch her. Instead, Daedra’s additional weight, light as she was, pushed him back against the curated lawn’s artificial grass. He sprawled on it, breath knocked out of him as Daedra lay on his chest, staring down in his eyes. 

			“Yes,” she said breathlessly before kissing him passionately.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Cal

			They were married six months later in a standard ceremony attended by friends and loved ones at Leythim’s Cathedral. It all seemed a whirlwind, but time passed in the blink of an eye. Because of his position in the PID, Executor of Planetary Contracts, he was able to submit a formal request to transfer into a more stable position on the station itself. 

			He was assigned the position of sub-officer to Paven Tasik, a prominent leader at Fenix Corporation who reported directly to the Board of Directors, the highest role at Fenix Corporate and those who made the decisions that affected where Fenix would go next as well as Coalition members and participants. Even after the first day, the excitement began to wane. Cal enjoyed the safety of the work but felt that he could do more for the company that provided so much to so many. And after having such a high-stress, high-risk job as the PID, the pace was something he’d have to grow accustomed to.

			Bored but safe, he’d tell himself on the slower days. 

			His work consisted of editing reports for Officer Tasik, reports that would eventually reach the Board and Bertram Fenix the Sixth, the Directional Executor of Fenix Corporation. Cal saw this as the perfect opportunity. Keep his head down, do the job well, and he’d get noticed. 

			But the job, new as he was to it, required him to ask questions. At first, there were many questions. Tasik was a firm and no-nonsense man. But he was also patient with Cal, no doubt confident that Cal’s history in the PID gave him significant merit. 

			“Officer Tasik,” Cal called one day as the tall man walked from the bathroom to his office.

			“What is it, Cal?” The older man rubbed his glistening hands together as he stopped and faced his newest charge.

			Cal stood and swallowed. He’d faced down Nonnies with weapons in the pouring rain, but this man’s eagle-eyed stare and wrinkled visage was, at times, more intimidating. 

			“I just received a report and wanted to confirm with you, sir.”

			“Go on, then.”

			Cal stood, his chair scraping against the metal floor as he did so. Quidvis in hand, he approached Tasik and showed the report. 

			Tasik took the quidvis and glanced over it before saying calmly, “Looks standard to me. What’s your question?”

			“Well, it’s that this is a request for termination of robotic processes on Prithix. I haven’t seen this one before and was curious if there was anything special that needed to be done with it, sir.”

			“Ah,” said the officer, exhaling the word into Cal’s face. Cal tried not to grimace. “That’s a shame. One of our new campaigns that Mr. Fenix brought to the Board. The plan was to re-allocate any surplus robotic models from their current environment to a new one.” Tasik’s voice held the shaky tremor of age but the steel of experience. “The goal of the campaign was to begin the process of expansion without requiring anything important or expensive from Fenix. Set up a few solar charging stations here and there, program their tasks, and see what happens.”

			The officer exhaled again, and Cal looked at the quidvis to avoid a face full of hot breath. 

			“This is the third one that’s failed, and Fenix is looking at discontinuing the campaign. Doesn’t seem worth it when, in order to keep it successful, Fenix would be required to spend time and resources on more maintenance and upkeep than those aged robots are worth.”

			“I see,” said Cal simply. “This termination request doesn’t require a Level One signature; it’s one that I can do myself. I just wanted to ensure it was done correctly, sir.”

			“Of course, son. Read through the report. If you feel this particular robotics location should continue operations, decline its termination. Understand, however, that your signature will be on it. That would mean that should its further review by the Board contradict your own approval, it wouldn’t look very good and would reflect poorly on me.”

			“Understood, sir,” said Cal, nodding once. 

			“Anything else?”

			“Nothing, sir. Thank you.”

			“Very good,” said Tasik, turning to go with a curt smile, eyes sliding away from Cal before he’d even responded.

			Cal looked over the report back at his desk. The numbers didn’t lie. The robots certainly did seem to be old and only semi-operational. Their output was drastically lower than the expected output. Tasik was right; their mining components would need to be serviced too frequently to justify what should be merely a colony of self-sufficient robots. There was no reason to maintain this robotic colony. It needed to be terminated.

			He flicked to the bottom of the page, pressed his fingertips together as if holding a pen, and signed his name in the air above it. His signature appeared on the quidvis screen as he phantom-wrote it in the air. Signature complete, he sent the document to records.

			With that complete and feeling very much like he’d done very little all day for his company, he wrapped the quidvis around his wrist and left the office for the day. 

			That night during dinner, he intended to talk to his new wife about the robot colony on Prithix. They sat quietly at their table, eating and enjoying the silence. 

			Daedra broke it with a question. “Cal, do you remember the Monhains?”

			Cal thought for a moment, chewing slowly. The light from the small fixture above the table washed the room in a yellow glow. “We went to Institution with them, didn’t we?”

			She nodded.

			“Wait,” he said pointing his spoon at her, “didn’t Lance Monhain go to Eden?”

			She nodded again, a sparkle in her eye. “Yes, but he’s just come back. He spent four years there for a nasty bit of blackmail and Hypo distribution, I think. But apparently he’s a totally different person now.”

			“I’ve heard Eden will have that effect on you.” The behavioral school called “Eden” was somewhat of an urban legend on Eridia-4. It existed, but no one really knew much about it. If you did, it was obvious that you’d been there, and people didn’t really want to talk to you. 

			Daedra picked her spoon back up and took a small bite before responding. “Well, I’m just glad there’s a way for people to get back onto Eridia after they blew their first chance. Isn’t Fenix great, that they offer it so people can make amends?”

			Cal nodded, not really knowing much about Eden at all. “Yeah, but it’s not just for humans, you know.”

			Daedra waved away the comment. “I doubt any Nonnies go from Eden to Eridia. Seems like they wouldn’t really understand how things work.”

			Cal nodded his agreement. “That’s true. They wouldn’t know the rules if we threw the book at them.” 

			Daedra sputtered laughter, and he grinned back as he took a bite from his slice of bread. He swallowed before changing the subject. 

			“I’ve been thinking that I’m not sure if I should keep doing what I’m doing. That maybe my work isn’t really, I don’t know, making a difference.”

			Daedra cocked her head at him and paused, dark hair falling across her bare shoulder. She put her spoon back in her bowl and folded her hands on the table. “What do you mean? The work you do is integral to serving Fenix, Eridia-4, and even the Coalition.”

			Cal shrugged. “I know that. But after going planetside for so long and seeing the direct effects that Fenix and the Coalition have on these societies that know so little, that are so dumb compared to us, it seems that signing a few work orders here and there is so meaningless.”

			Daedra reached across the table and squeezed his hand lovingly. “Cal. The work you’ve done for millions of humans, leading your PID team and bringing peace and supplies to warring nations… it can’t be quantified. Besides, now I get to sleep better knowing that you aren’t getting attacked by gravving Nonnies all the time.”

			Cal squeezed her hand back, using his other hand to take a bite of dinner. “Watch your mouth, young lady.” He smiled jokingly and grew serious. “I know that. I just feel like I could be doing more. You know,” he sat up a little straighter, uncomfortable with the vulnerability he was feeling, “it just feels weird not doing something with my spare time. It feels…” He couldn’t think of the word. 

			“Lazy,” Daedra prompted. 

			Cal looked at her askance, and she laughed, waving it away. “No! That’s not what I meant! I don’t mean you are lazy. I mean that you just feel that way.” Her laughter rang out in their small apartment, and Cal smiled but didn’t laugh. 

			Daedra, seeing her husband’s lack of amused participation, schooled her mirth. “I didn’t mean to imply that you’re lazy, Cal. But I see what you’re saying. The Book of Durga speaks a great deal of the good works you do and serving others. Don’t you think that you’re doing all of those things, just in a different form than before?”

			He nodded but maintained his silence.

			Daedra, a little more perceptive than Cal gave her credit for, sat back in her chair. “Have you told your parents?”

			Cal looked away and tapped the table with his forefinger. The lightweight wood substitute thonked with each tap in the silence. 

			“What did they say?” 

			He stopped tapping and wiped invisible crumbs from the table with his palm, not meeting her eye. 

			“Cal?”

			He didn’t like this kind of talk. He didn’t like to mention his feelings about things or the way his parents’ critical comments made him feel small and insignificant. But he sighed and resigned himself to the moment.

			“They were pleased. I made sure to call it a ‘promotion’ to make it sound better, even though it really isn’t.”

			Daedra let it sit for a moment, taking her spoon and moving it slowly through the bowl of stew before her.

			“Mom was happy. Well, happier than Dad. She said she was proud of me.”

			“And your dad?” Her tone was cautious, knowing this was a sensitive topic.

			“Oh,” Cal blew his breath out quickly, “Dad was Dad. ‘That’s good,’ he said without really sounding like it was good.” Cal changed his voice when copying his father, deepening it into a caricature of pomp and circumstance. “Then he asked if I was good with being just another paper-pusher being ordered around by the ‘real’ power. He asked if I was done going planetside. ‘Doing the real work’ as he called it.”

			Daedra responded by clicking her tongue in disapproval. She hadn’t meant it to be audible. Cal could feel the frustration rise in his chest, but he suppressed it with a heavy sigh. 

			“So,” he said, staring down at his food.

			The two newlyweds were quiet for a moment. Cal thought frantically of something that would change the topic, something that would kick the heaviness of the conversation down the road. But his mind had gone momentarily dark, filling with the void of frustration and fear that missions in the PID had kept at bay.

			“Cal, you know that what you’re doing is ‘real work,’ right?”

			“I do. At least, I feel like I do. Mom and Dad just come from a time when ‘work’ meant doing manual things. Building, assembling, providing.” He gestured to their four walls. “I mean, Dad and Mom’s generation finished building a lot of what’s present on Eridia-4. It was just a small little spinning hunk of metal in space, the way they talk about it. They created a world that their kids could enjoy, and now they’re guilt-tripping us for having it ‘easier’ than they had. Any kind of downtime is seen as laziness to Dad, and he certainly lets me know it. As if resting is to be avoided at all cost.”

			“Well,” she said, carefully choosing her words, “your parents tend to overdramatize their role in Eridia-4’s creation. It was nearly done by the time they were born, Cal. And much of their work was organizing the Nonnies that would be doing the actual manual labor. Not easy, of course, the Nonnies tend to be … noncompliant. Of course there are always improvements, but just remember that they didn’t have it rough growing up. Neither did their parents. Or even their parents before them. Eridia-4 has been around for plenty of time, Cal. But we need to be careful. ‘Honor your parents, knowing the plans of Durga and their role within it.’ Your parents come from a time when hard work was hard, and now you’re working hard in a different way. They paved the way. You wouldn’t have the opportunity without their efforts.”

			He nodded, seeing that the flow of conversation had lost some of its sting with this new direction. 

			“You’re right, of course. I need to be thankful for the opportunity and change that feeling of inadequacy into action. I’m thankful for my job.” He reached across to hold her
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