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			In the far future, the people of Earth have reached the stars and found they are far from alone, but not in the way they expected.

			 


			The galaxy teems with countless human civilizations, and the two greatest are the Aktenai and the Grendeni.

			


			Called the Forsaken and the Fallen in their shared tongues, these two empires are eternally at war. 

			


		


		
			Chapter 1: Truth and Lies

			


			The voices in his head were right.

			It may have taken fifteen years to find, but here on the far edge of the galaxy was the terrible truth he sought.

			Only one obstacle remained.

			“We’re alone out here,” Jack said, slipping into his uniform jacket. “No hope of support. No chance of rescue. You with me, buddy?”

			The seraph said nothing.

			“That’s the spirit. Let’s do this!”

			Jack clasped his storm-gray uniform jacket at the neck. White six-winged hawks adorned the cuffs and the sides of the collar, marking him as a seraph pilot of Aktenzek. His bright blue armband bore the Earth Nation seal: the moon and Earth within a halo of sixteen stars, a testament to his origins.

			Jack rubbed the itchy stubble on his chin. He ran his fingers through an unruly mop of brown hair and jogged towards the Scion of Aktenzek’s seraph hangar.

			The pressure door slid open, and he watched it part from both sides. With each step, his connection to the seraph strengthened. He entered the hangar and looked up.

			The bay was just large enough to contain the mighty girth of the seraph. Soft white lights illuminated its form. Spindly mechanical arms moved above and around the seraph, transporting its armaments down out of the ceiling and affixing them via conformal pods. When finished, the arms retracted upward.

			The seraph was truly gargantuan. It stood in the manner of a man, towering high above Jack, who wasn’t as tall as its smallest finger.

			Jack slowed to a walk. This part of the hangar came level with the seraph’s chest. A slender gangplank extended from the ledge to the cockpit. The seraph’s head swiveled down and watched him approach. Six blade-like wings extended from its back, retracted into tight clusters of three. The armor was a seamless, immaculate white. Designers had given this seraph a smooth set of muscular curves.

			Strings of black runic characters adorned the forearms, legs, and wings. They spelled out the Litany of the Mission, a simple ten-verse invocation held sacred by the Aktenai:

			


			Who are we?

			We are those forsaken by our kind.

			What is our purpose?

			To repent for our greatest sin.

			What was our sin?

			The creation of the Bane.

			How must we repent our sin?

			We must kill the Bane.

			Who will judge our worthiness?

			The Keepers of the Gate.

			


			Jack knew it by heart. The words filled him with dread.

			“Well, this might be it,” he said. “We could turn back, you know.”

			The seraph did not speak.

			“Yeah, I thought you’d say that.”

			Jack hurried across the gangplank and entered the spherical cockpit in the chest. He turned and slid into the man-shaped alcove. The seraph’s skin sealed him inside, leaving no evidence of an opening. The walls closed in, contracting around his body, entombing him in darkness.

			Jack shut his eyes and took a deep breath. The mundane senses of his body faded. The multi-spectral “eyes” and “ears” of the seraph filled his mind. He clenched the giant hands of the seraph and shuffled from one foot to the other, restricted by the cramped confines of the hangar.

			Jack didn’t pilot the seraph. He was the seraph.

			He let a trickle of power flow out from his frail, almost forgotten, human body. Raw, chaotic fury surged through his arterial network, energizing his limbs and wings. The black script of the Litany ignited with blinding blue light. His internal systems came online one after another, sipping at an endless reservoir of extra-dimensional energy.

			Beneath his feet, the first of three doors flinched open. Clamps descended on rails and affixed to his shoulders and wings. With a surge of motion, the launch catapult thrust him down. He passed through doors that snapped open and shut in the span of an eye blink.

			The catapult flung Jack into the dark of space. He floated free of the Scion of Aktenzek: a white, armored figure falling from the vast cylindrical vessel. He spread his wings and redirected power to them. Edges along each blade-wing flared with light.

			Jack flew ahead of the carrier.

			“Well, don’t keep me waiting,” he said. “You know where I am and where I’m going. Time to finish this.”

			He didn’t wait long.

			The first Disciple frigate folded space several hundred kilometers away. The sleek, silver-skinned enemy craft materialized within an expanding ring of distorted light, then turned its nose to face the Scion. Once aligned, it fired the centerline fusion cannon that took up the bulk of its interior.

			A beam of white light smashed into the Scion, carving a ragged blister across its hull. Almost immediately, mnemonic armor flowed over the glowing wound, remembering and restoring its original shape. The fully automated carrier had impressive self-repair capabilities, but it was also his only way home. If it fell, so did he.

			“Here we go, buddy!” Jack shouted.

			He rocketed towards the enemy craft. The frigate fired again, but this time Jack swung into the beam’s path.

			Focused atomic energy met his chaos barrier in a brilliant flash of competing forces. White ribbons splashed off him like water, leaving his armor untouched.

			Jack aimed the fusion cannon housed in a conformal pod along his left arm. The weapon drank in a portion of his barrier, energized the barrel, and focused the nuclear charge into a tight plasma lance. 

			The beam hit with all the force of a capital ship’s main gun, emitted from a weapon one-fiftieth the size. Plasma cleaved the Disciple vessel in half. Secondary explosions snapped across its length and obliterated the rest.

			Two more Disciple frigates folded space, both larger than the first and positioned further out. They fired their main guns and unleashed a steady stream of fusion torpedoes from twin launchers.

			Jack turned and sped towards them. He shot the lead ship. His beam hit from the side and punched clean through, blowing the nose off the craft. His second shot stabbed through the center. Two ruined halves tumbled away, shedding life pods like a rain of silver droplets.

			Three more frigates entered the system even further away and commenced their attack runs.

			The Scion took hit after hit. Beams seared its armor, and torpedoes exploded against its hull. Damage indicators opened in Jack’s mind. A nuclear inferno breached the outer hull, and radiation flooded two of the aft compartments.

			“Good thing that’s not where I sleep.”

			Jack closed the alert and fired again. He raked the beam across the closest ship, cleaving it at a diagonal. Explosions brewed up within the wreck, shrouding it in fire.

			Fusion beams slashed across space. The Scion spun its hull, spreading the hits across its surface. More damage warnings flashed in his mind.

			Jack twisted around and rocketed towards the new trio of frigates.

			“They’re trying to split me off from the Scion!”

			The seraph did not speak.

			“I can’t help it! Their cannons have better range!”

			Jack flew across their formation and unloaded shot after shot. Beams carved red-hot holes through the Disciple ships. Superheated alloys cracked the first frigate apart, then the second.

			The last frigate unleashed a swarm of forty torpedoes from its external racks. Jack blasted the ship apart and swung past its spreading wreckage. He deployed a wave of tactical seekers from the weapon pods attached to his legs.

			The tiny guided projectiles ignited their overloaded drive blades and sped after the torpedoes, intercepting over half of them. The rest slammed into the Scion in one infernal detonation after another. The hull heated and bulked. Damage alerts opened faster than he could read them.

			But when the translucent gauze of plasma dissipated, the Scion remained. 

			“Whew! That was close.”

			As if to prove him wrong, a Disciple dreadnought folded space almost on top of the Scion. Its reflective armor gleamed in the starlight. Three whole frigates could have fit within its long, flattened hull.

			“Where the hell did you come from?” Jack shouted.

			The dreadnought oriented its three cannons on the Scion and fired. A trio of plasma jets scorched the carrier, opening another breach. One of the two engine compartments vaporized. Radiation polluted half the interior.

			Jack dumped power into his wings and raced in.

			The dreadnought opened fire again. Armor scattered from the Scion’s hull in molten globules.

			“The substructure is exposed!”

			Jack aimed his arm cannon and fired. The fusion beam struck the dreadnought amidships. Fierce plasma scarred the armor with a livid orange slash, but it failed to penetrate.

			“I can’t punch through that hull in time!”

			No one responded.

			“Oh yeah? Watch this!”

			Jack closed with the dreadnought, diving in perpendicular to its path. He didn’t slow down. Instead, he crashed feet first into the ship, forming a crater. The impact forced the mammoth warship off course. Its shots flew wide, arcs of plasma fading into the depths of space.

			Drive blades along the dreadnought’s rear powered up, reorienting the bow onto its target. Fusion torpedoes deployed from six launch tubes, adding to the incoming fire.

			Jack grabbed the leading edge of the ship and flipped himself inside one of its fusion cannons. The long tube ran almost the entire length of the craft, lined with gravitic focusing rings.

			At the far end of the dark barrel, the next ignition spark appeared.

			“Oh, this is going to hurt.”

			Jack raised a forearm and shielded his face.

			The cannon discharged. Blinding light filled everything. Plasma sleeted over his barrier, cooking him. He grunted in pain, but his barrier did not waver.

			The cannon finished firing, and Jack ran down the barrel, keeping his arm up. More damage registered on the Scion. Its launch catapults were gone.

			A faint glow brightened ahead.

			“Oh, no you don’t!”

			Jack sprinted in. The shunts along his left forearm glowed brighter. Blue energy extended from above his wrist, forming a blade as long as he was tall.

			Jack stabbed the chaos sword into the ignition mechanism. The spark vanished. Machinery melted and floated away. He cleaved through the back of the cannon, then let the sword fade into a dusting of winking motes.

			Jack jammed his hands into the breach and forced the armor apart, exposing over a dozen of the dreadnought’s crewed decks stacked one on top of the other. Startled men and women in dark red pressure suits stared at him. The interior must have already been depressurized for combat.

			“Surprise!” Jack swung a leg through the breach and stepped in, his shin crashing through three decks at the same time. Disciple warriors scattered out of his way as he smashed through the ship’s interior, crumpling the walls and floors of a dozen decks with each stride as if they were made of paper.

			When he reached the bridge, Jack clawed the reinforced exterior aside. The Disciple captain stood in the center of a circular room ringed with tactical displays. Red messages flashed urgently on most, but the captain glared defiantly at the seraph, unwilling to retreat.

			Jack pointed his arm cannon at the man.

			“Heh. Nothing personal.”

			He triggered the weapon. A fusion beam vaporized the whole bridge and everything behind it. Jack emptied his cannon with shot after shot, turning the dreadnought’s interior into a white-hot inferno. He spread his wings and flew out through the giant barrel. Behind him, the dreadnought drifted away, its armor bulging out.

			Jack arced towards the Scion. The carrier was lacerated with glowing crisscrossed patches of superheated alloy, at least where it still had armor. Several molten holes laid its copper-hued internal systems bare to the vacuum. He opened the Scion’s internal diagnostics and took a long, thoughtful look.

			He sighed.

			“Good. Half the seraph bays are intact, two fold engines are still working, and my room is in one piece.”

			The seraph said nothing.

			“No need to be mean. It worked, didn’t it?”

			The Scion sent him a navigational request. Its fold engines were finally charged for the next jump. His internal fold engines were also ready.

			“Let’s see if all this was worth it.”

			Jack and the Scion of Aktenzek vanished.

			* * *

			They reappeared three light-years away, materializing near a Seeding world. 

			After fifteen years and more than eight hundred worlds, Jack no longer doubted his mission. Already he had found more Seeding worlds than anyone had thought existed, some with thriving human civilizations older than anything in Earth’s history. Humanity was everywhere in the galaxy, spread across countless planets. Many of those were primitive blasted wrecks from long forgotten wars, but even more flourished with life, art, and culture.

			He had known for a while what he sought was somewhere out here amongst the uncharted Seedings. If nothing else, he owed the Disciples that small piece of gratitude. How else could they have recognized him? Why else would they have hunted him?

			No, what he sought was out here, and it was close.

			Jack turned to the planet.

			The face of a sun scorched his vision. Hot needles of pain pushed into his eyeballs.

			Jack gasped and jerked his gaze away, shielding his head with an open hand. In the cockpit, his true eyes watered.

			“What the hell was that?” he muttered.

			Like every other onboard system, the seraph’s scanners dipped into Jack’s ability to channel chaos energy. Besides a few tertiary fusion toruses, a seraph had no power generators. Instead, the pilot supplied everything the seraph’s drives, barriers, and weapon systems required. 

			A pilot’s very soul served as the connection point to a vast extra-dimensional sea of energy. The instinct to protect oneself resulted in the barrier field. The urge to move quickly drove the drive shunts. Without a compatible pilot, a seraph wouldn’t budge.

			The chaos scanner worked in a similar fashion, amplifying Jack’s ability to detect other users of chaos energy, called chaos adepts. With a thought, he accessed the scanner and lowered the gain to one percent. 

			Slowly, he turned back to the planet and peeked through spread fingers.

			The world was lush and beautifully Earth-like. Vast oceans separated the many and varied continents. Deserts, jungles, and mountains filled its lands. Ice barrens capped the poles. Upon seeing the planet, homesickness tugged at his heart.

			But that wasn’t all.

			A point of light glowed near the equator, though it illuminated nothing around it. This glow represented a chaos adept of unprecedented power. After all the close battles, fruitless trails, and careful research, here was the very person he sought!

			Jack turned the gain down even further. 

			His optical scanners picked out points of interest from across the surface. This world, like so many others, was embroiled in war. Vast fleets of metal ships plied the seas. Primitive propeller aircraft dueled in the skies. Legions of troops engaged in brutal trench warfare. The technology bore striking parallels to Earth’s Second World War.

			These massive wars were not alone noteworthy. Jack had seen more than his share of such conflicts among the Seeding worlds, even before leaving Aktenai space. But the patterns were strange because no fighting occurred near the point of light. 

			In a radius of over two thousand kilometers, almost as if the people of this world were afraid to approach too closely.

			His optics enlarged the area near the light. 

			“Oh, how quaint.”

			The castle resembled something plucked from a romanticized version of Earth’s age of chivalry. A tall stone wall encapsulated the cathedral-like keep and its patchwork gardens. He noted the anti-aircraft batteries along the parapets and artillery cannons behind its high walls.

			Perhaps an outside force had accelerated this world’s advancement. He’d seen situations like that before where more advanced Seedings had experimented on lesser cultures. Regardless of the reasons, its inhabitants would likely be armed as well.

			The chaos adept he sought was indoors, so Jack could gather no further information from orbit. He linked a station keeping order to the Scion of Aktenzek and descended towards the planet.

			Jack expanded his barrier into an aerodynamic wedge and powered through the upper atmosphere. He left a burning friction comet in his wake, broke through a layer of cottony altocumulus clouds, and slowed.

			The surface beneath him was a range of rolling hills. He skimmed across them, following a winding paved road. When the castle came in sight, he dropped down and landed with feathery lightness in front of the drawbridge. 

			The outer wall barely came up to his knees. Rays from the morning sun shone off of its smoothed walls. A checkered quilt of gardens in full bloom stretched across the interior, with a path cut through the middle. White-and-silver banners flapped in the wind along the flagstone path leading to the keep.

			“Your move,” Jack said. He crossed his arms.

			Men in black uniforms and white berets ran to their artillery pieces. Jack laughed when they struggled to bring their weapons to bear. Weapon barrels gleamed from meticulous polishing, but their rotating axes were rusted solid. Apparently, this castle didn’t see much action. Only one adventurous crew managed to turn its artillery piece around.

			The shell hit with so little force his barrier didn’t even become visible. It ricocheted off, landed a kilometer away, and blasted a house-sized crater in the foothills.

			Jack shook his head and wagged a finger at them.

			The crew hesitated before loading another shell.

			“All right. So you haven’t seen a seraph before. What about your guest?”

			A dozen women in plain black livery rushed across the garden grounds, shouting urgently. After a stunned pause, the soldiers aimed the lone artillery piece away from the seraph. They backed away from the gun and retreated indoors.

			“Well, that’s encouraging. I wonder …”

			Jack trailed off when he saw her. 

			She emerged onto the balcony of the keep, wrapped in the fierce glow of chaos energy. If not for that, Jack would have guessed her age at around eighteen.

			Her flawless skin resembled soft cream. Silver rings clasped her silken raven hair in three places down her back. She wore black garments similar to the servants, yet trimmed with white and silver at the collar and wrists. Her hair swayed in a gentle breeze.

			The woman looked up and beheld the seraph with a knowing gaze and a slender smile. Oh, yes. She knew exactly what it was.

			The woman stepped inside and reemerged on the ground floor. She strode across the gardens giving orders. Whenever she pointed or spoke, the liveried servants hustled into action. Four of them brought a table of rich dark wood and set it out within the centermost garden. Two others placed high-backed chairs on either side. A dozen more followed, setting trays of food and drink on the table until it overflowed.

			With her eyes affixed on the seraph, the woman gestured across the table with an open palm.

			“Why not?” Jack said. “I didn’t come all this way for nothing. Right, buddy?”

			The seraph was silent.

			“I know, but don’t worry. I’ll be careful. I’ve got you to back me up.”

			Jack focused on the distinction between his true body and the seraph. The connection between man and machine lessened to the point where he no longer was the seraph. The cockpit walls spread into a spherical chamber and the outer hatch opened. Light played against his real eyelids. He took a deep breath and opened them.

			The first thing he noticed was the scent in the air. It was rich with the aroma of flowers and evoked a sense of nostalgia for Earth, even if the plants were of alien origin. Each garden patch used a different design. One had checkered patterns of blues and greens. Others spiraled outwards in swirls of crimson or traced angular shapes in purples and yellows.

			Jack brought the seraph’s hand towards the cockpit and stepped onto the giant armored palm. He lowered the hand to the flagstone path and walked off.

			White banners crossed with silver diagonal bands flapped in the breeze. Jack kept his gaze fixed on the woman, but the seraph’s scanners remained vigilant, their input flowing into a corner of his mind. 

			Jack stopped a few paces from her. She appraised him with strange eyes that possessed brilliantly silver irises. Despite her youthful face, her exotic eyes held no fear, only a powerful sense of confidence and comprehension. This was no ordinary human. But then again, neither was he.

			He spoke in the Aktenai tongue. “Can you understand what I’m saying?”

			The woman tilted her head to one side as if thinking, then nodded solemnly. 

			“It has been a long time since I used this language,” she said, her words thick with a peculiar accent that emphasized harsh consonants.

			Jack recalled hearing that accent before. It was somewhere on Aktenzek, but where precisely or from whom escaped his memory.

			“My name is Jack Donolon.”

			The woman smiled and bowed her head at the neck. “You may address me as Vierj. It is what my family used to call me.”

			Vierj clapped her hands. Two serving girls sprinted out from the keep and hurried to the table. In moments, his plate was served and his drink poured. The girls retreated, positively oozing fear, both of him and of Vierj.

			“Please sit,” Vierj said. “Eat something. Consider yourself my honored guest.”

			“Thank you.” Jack pulled out his chair.

			Vierj sat down across from him and leaned forward onto her elbows.

			The seraph’s scanners detected no trickery in the food. Much of the food smelled too spicy for his tastes. He selected a bowl of zesty vegetable soup, took a spoonful, and blew on it.

			Vierj made no move to eat or drink, but merely observed him with a calm demeanor.

			“Do you like it?” she asked.

			Jack put the spoon in the bowl. “You don’t seem surprised that I’m here.”

			“I knew someone else like me would eventually come searching. It was only a question of time.”

			Jack grimaced. “Someone like you …”

			“You and I are the same,” Vierj said. “I am sure that is why you have come. I can feel the change beginning in you, as it did once in me. You must have at least suspected this.”

			Jack nodded slowly. He sighed, leaning back in his chair.

			“Yeah, I guessed it.”

			He had so hoped to find someone different from this woman, someone different from himself. But, the truth was too obvious now. All he had left was his original plan.

			But how to set it in motion?

			“What is the matter?” Vierj asked.

			“I guess I expected someone different,” Jack said, stirring his soup absently.

			“This is not an uncommon response for someone educated by the Aktenai.”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			Perceptive woman, Jack thought. It was strange, hearing such statements from her. She looked about half his age. But however young she appeared, Vierj’s words betrayed her wisdom and experience.

			She leaned in closer. “Tell me, what do you know of the Gate?”

			So we are coming to this already. She isn’t wasting time.

			“Not much, I fear,” Jack said. “The Aktenai say it’s a way of escaping this universe to a paradise they call the Homeland. They have the Gate and very few of them know where it’s hidden. I know the Grendeni also want it. The Gate is one of the reasons those two civilizations continue to wage war.”

			Vierj nodded. “It sounds like not much has changed. I myself tried to locate it for a very long time. The Aktenai hid it well.”

			“What do you want with the Gate?”

			Emotions flashed in Vierj’s silver eyes. Jack briefly saw something horrible and disturbing in them.

			“To pass through it, of course,” she said. “There are old crimes that have long gone unpunished.”

			“Revenge?”

			“If you will.” She smiled as if amused. “You are the one who sought me out. Do you not intend to aid me?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Jack said. “No one except the Aktenai Choir knows where it is, with the possible exception of the current sovereign. And it’s not like you or I can just walk up to them and ask.”

			“I have waited in hiding long enough. Now that there are two of us, we need not fear the Choir’s bigotry.”

			Jack kept his face neutral. He could see where this was leading, but he dared not appear overly eager.

			“Yes, there are two of us,” he said. “But the Aktenai possess vast fleets, and the Choir is sheltered within the planet’s core.”

			“Those obstacles could not stop us.”

			“What about the other seraph pilots?”

			Vierj’s glanced up at the winged giant beyond the castle walls. “Yes, I suppose you are correct. How many are there now?”

			“Hard to say. Their numbers were severely depleted when I left, but another generation of pilots should have reached maturity by now. Hundreds, probably.”

			“I see. We should be cautious then. That is, if you are willing to aid me.”

			“It’s not that simple. You must understand how difficult this choice is for me. We would be fighting against my friends. You are asking a lot.”

			“Would these friends of yours be so loyal if they knew what you are?”

			Jack masked his elation carefully. Things could not have gone more perfectly if he’d tried. Indeed, he had refrained from any overt manipulation, for Vierj was clearly intelligent. However, the opportunity now presented itself. Here was what he had long sought. Now all that remained was to carry his plan through to its blood-soaked end. He had to seize this moment.

			But he hesitated.

			Jack had been honest when mentioning the difficulty of this decision. This path would lead him against his former comrades, and undoubtedly many would fall. He and Vierj would cut a bloody path into the very heart of Aktenzek. They both wanted the Gate’s location, though for very different reasons.

			And Jack feared two people most of all, two pilots of Aktenzek who had saved him from the depths of despair. They were his friends. More than friends, they were almost like family, the only family he had ever known. How could he face them as a traitor and murderer? The separation of years and distance did nothing to dull his feelings for those two.

			 Jack found it difficult to return Vierj’s calculating gaze. How could he falter at this critical moment? Could he face them in battle? Could he kill them to achieve his goals?

			The answer had to be yes, as dark and evil as that answer was. There could be no turning back now. He had no choice but to use this dangerous woman and move his plan forward.

			Finally, Jack met Vierj’s stare with absolute certainty. “I’ll help you.”

			A smile graced her face, and her eyes shone with unexpected tears. For the first time since meeting her, Jack saw her as genuinely happy. She turned away and wiped under her eyes.

			“It has been so lonely,” she said.

			Jack reached across the table. He placed his hand on hers and clasped it tightly in his.

			“Yes, but you’re not alone anymore,” he said.

			“When shall we leave?” Vierj asked.

			“Right now if you like. My ship is in orbit.”

			“Now, then. This barbaric planet has nothing I want.”

			“Your seraph?”

			“Gone. Stolen from me a long time ago.”

			“I see. Then let’s go.”

			Jack rose from his seat and extended his hand. Vierj took it and stood. 

			He knew it would take them two years to reach Aktenzek, and that their return would herald the Aktenai people’s darkest hour. 

			But I will not turn back. Not now. Not ever.

			


			2 Years Later

		


		
			Chapter 2: Forsaken

			
			Seth Elexen spread his six wings and ascended past the asteroidal clutter of Earth’s orbiting industries. Shunts across his black angular armor burned with purple light. He cleared the converted asteroids of the Earth Defense Array and turned gently towards the twin fortress planets of Aktenzek and Zu’Rashik.

			Few remained in the solar system that would not have recognized his seraph’s silhouette. Purple runes burned across his armor, proclaiming the Litany of the Mission. Thin gray scars traced across old battle wounds. The edges of his six black wings blazed with fire. He shot through the congested space lanes between Earth and the twin fortress worlds.

			It wasn’t often that Seth got to cut loose and just fly wherever he wanted. It felt refreshing to push his seraph-body as fast as he could for the simple joy of doing it.

			Aktenzek and Zu’Rashik closed quickly, enlarging from twin white pearls to worlds that filled his view ahead. Perhaps he would descend into Zu’Rashik’s interior and inspect the new fortress planet’s construction firsthand.

			Twenty years ago, the last great battle between the near-invincible Aktenai armada and those ragtag Earth Nation defenders had come to its startling conclusion. Only the defection of three seraph pilots, Seth included, had prevented Earth’s total annihilation and had set the stage for the present day Earth-Aktenai Alliance.

			For twenty years, the Earth Nation and the Aktenai had cooperated, merging Earth’s plentiful pilots and Aktenzek’s technological and industrial might into unstoppable legions of seraphs.

			But the situation was not entirely harmonious.

			“Hey, Seth? You there?” a pleasant female voice called in.

			Seth grimaced. “Yeah, Quennin. Go ahead.”

			“You okay? You sound kind of gloomy.”

			“Sorry. Just dreading whatever you’re calling about. What can I do for you?”

			“If you want, I can handle this one,” Quennin said. “I’m already heading out.”

			“No, that’s fine,” Seth said. “I’m not even halfway to Zu’Rashik yet. I can get there first.”

			“Okay. Well, you know that little joint-operations exercise that’s being held over near the Resolute?”

			Seth checked his schedule. “The Earth Nation 17th Annual Joint Seraph Deployment Venture?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“I’m not due over there for a few hours.”

			“Right, that’s not the problem. The Aktenai at the event are hosting a close-combat tactics exchange.”

			“Why do I feel this horrible sense of foreboding all of a sudden?”

			“Or were hosting it, as of a few minutes ago. I don’t think you can really call it an exchange anymore. It’s turned into more of a demonstration.”

			Seth spun around, angled his wings, and accelerated straight for Earth.

			“Now, this may be me overreacting,” Quennin said. “But I think one of us should get over there. Right now.”

			“Let me guess, we’re experiencing some inter-Alliance friction.”

			“I suppose that’s one way to put it.”

			“Next you’re going to tell me Tevyr is involved.”

			“Why, yes, Tevyr is in attendance.”

			The edges of his wings burned hotter, and he rocketed towards Earth.

			“I think there’s going to be an incident,” Quennin said.

			“Not another one.”

			* * *

			Seth focused his optics on a small asteroid base that served as the Joint Seraph Deployment Center.

			The JSDC building had been constructed on an old mined-out asteroid in Earth orbit. Not only did the asteroid have numerous excavated caverns for confined-space combat exercises, but the surface was covered with old industrial silos, refineries, and emptied factories. All this, plus an Aktenai-provided gravity grid, allowed for highly varied combat simulations.

			Above the JSDC, a flame-red Aktenai seraph dueled with five metallic gray Earth Nation seraphs. Tevyr’s red seraph fought ferociously. His barrier flashed bright green every time he struck a foe. Like Seth’s own armor, the runic Litany of the Mission burned brightly with Tevyr’s personal chaos frequency.

			One aspect of seraph operations the Earth Nation had never truly appreciated was close-quarters combat. Seraph barriers were nearly impenetrable at long range, even with intense fusion cannon bombardment. The best way to breach a seraph’s barrier was to engage it with another seraph, and most pilots could tighten and sharpen a part of their barrier, forming it into a coherent dagger of energy.

			Fortunately, Tevyr had not activated his chaos daggers, and Seth sighed with palpable relief at this. If the brash Aktenai pilot had been so inclined, his opponents would now be floating around in a lot of small pieces.

			That wasn’t to say Seth found the predicament much more pleasing. Instead of using chaos daggers, Tevyr had disabled one EN seraph and now swung it as a bludgeon against the other four. Barriers or not, the EN seraphs showed heavy damage. Seth spotted the hapless bludgeon’s wing clusters drifting away from the melee.

			“Well, at least he’s winning,” Seth muttered.

			Seth redoubled his efforts to reach the melee before it escalated further.

			The EN seraphs spotted Seth approaching and immediately scattered. Seth closed rapidly with Tevyr and his mangled seraph-bludgeon. Tevyr tossed the abused seraph aside, as if that made him any less guilty.

			Seth concentrated, right fist compressing tightly. Purple snaps of barrier energy arced out of the digits. He pulled the fist back, flew in at an incredible speed, and swung.

			There was a brief, blinding flash of green and purple light as his fist connected. Tevyr’s barrier compressed. His shoulder imploded inward. Kinetic energy exchanged between the two seraphs, leaving Seth at a relative standstill and Tevyr speeding down into the JSDC asteroid.

			Tevyr’s seraph hit so hard that the asteroid’s outer surface cracked open, sending him careening through the asteroid’s mined-out caverns.

			Seth fanned his wings out and turned slowly in space, facing the EN seraphs. With a mental command, all seraphs present entered a common channel.

			“Would anyone care to explain the situation to me?” Seth asked.

			The channel was silent for long seconds.

			“Anyone? Anyone at all? I’m sure one of you is about to share a fascinating tale with me.”

			The least damaged EN seraph flew forward slightly. He grabbed the still-spinning seraph-club and steadied it. The pilot’s name registered as Jared Daykin.

			“Umm, we made a wager, sir.” Jared glanced over the mangled remains of his team. “And we appear to have lost.”

			“I see. A wager, was it?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And not an attack on another Alliance pilot?”

			“No, sir. Nothing of the sort. Simply testing some of the tactics we learned today.”

			“By letting one of your own be swung around like a club?”

			“Well … the tactics were a bit on the unconventional side, sir. I will grant you that. We may have gotten a little out of hand.”

			“A little out of hand, you say?” Seth asked.

			“But this was purely due to our unfamiliarity with the tactics in question,” Jared added quickly. “Please accept my apologies on behalf of the Earth Nation. It was entirely my fault. We should not have engaged in such, uhh, advanced tactics without additional practice beforehand.”

			“I see. Well, that is quite an interesting piece of fiction you just spouted.”

			Jared’s wings twitched. “It’s all true, sir.”

			Seth frowned. “I will take your apology under consideration. All five of you are grounded until further notice. Land immediately.” 

			“Yes, sir.” Jared slung the seraph-bludgeon under an arm and led the others to the JSDC asteroid’s hangar.

			Seth linked to the red seraph on a private channel. “And as for you!”

			Tevyr finished freeing his seraph from the crater. He shook his wings out, looked up, and shrugged.

			“What did I do?”

			Seth let out a slow seething exhale. “Indeed. Besides using one of the Earth Nation’s seraphs as a close combat weapon, indeed, what have you done?”

			“It’s not what you think.”

			“Land at the JSDC. We will discuss this further in person.”

			“Understood,” Tevyr said glumly.

			* * *

			Seth pushed out of the pilot alcove and stepped onto his seraph’s open cockpit hatch. The JSDC facility might have been an Earth Nation facility, but the seraph bays were of Aktenai manufacture, staffed by Aktenai technicians. Aktenzek still flatly refused to share the core seraph technologies with the Earth Nation, but this compromise had worked so far.

			A gangplank extended from a ledge level with the seraph’s waist, and Seth walked across it. Spindly armatures like insects’ legs descended from the ceiling and clawed at his seraph, removing conformal weapon pods and opening patches in the mnemonic skin for servicing.

			Seth’s interface-suit’s textured, storm-gray skin fit tightly around his body. He took off his helmet and ran gloved fingers through a short crop of damp black hair. He glanced over his surroundings with dark eyes.

			The armband on his i-suit was a vivid purple that matched his chaos frequency and bore the Aktenai seal. To his Earther allies, it resembled an inverted cursive i holding a white sphere. To him, it was life and purpose given form.

			One of the several seraph technicians in the bay approached. He stood a head taller than Seth. Most people did.

			“Pilot Elexen, does your seraph require any special attention?” the technician asked.

			Seth handed over his helmet. “Not at this time. The standard checks will do.”

			“Of course, Pilot.” The technician bowed his head.

			“Has Pilot S’Kev arrived yet?”

			“I believe so.” The technician motioned to Seth’s right. “She should be in the next bay over.”

			“Thank you.” Seth headed over to meet Quennin.

			Seth passed through the open airlock separating the two seraph bays. Within the second bay, another red seraph was being raised up. But unlike Tevyr’s, this one sported chaos shunts stylized as large kite-shaped crystals, one embedded in each forearm, leg, and wing. A single larger crystal pushed out from the center of the chest.

			Its familiar sight brought a smile to his face.

			The bay machinery finished hauling the seraph into position. A gangplank extended from the ledge, and a tall figure walked out, clad in a gray i-suit like his own.

			Quennin S’Kev removed her helmet and handed it to the waiting technician. Thanks to Aktenai medical science, age had failed to blemish her beauty, and the tight i-suit complemented the fit curves of her tall, elegant body. She pulled her long red hair out of her i-suit’s neck ring, allowing it to sway with each step. A silver clasp, decorated with a single emerald, gripped the hair near the nape of her neck.

			Quennin stopped next to him and smiled warmly, her bright green eyes lighting up.

			Seth bowed his head slightly. “Beloved.”

			“Have you talked to Tevyr, yet?” she asked.

			“No, I thought having both of us present might help.”

			“It didn’t last time.”

			Seth shrugged, then motioned to the exit. “Shall we?”

			“I’ll follow your lead this time.”

			A few bays down, the flame-red seraph loomed above, its Litany shunts dark against its bright armor. Tevyr waited outside the seraph’s cockpit, a nervous expression on his face. A small crowd of EN pilots had gathered in the overlooking balcony.

			The teenage pilot was already taller than Seth, though quite lanky. He made Seth think of a shorter person stretched to his current height by some archaic Earth torture device. Tevyr’s hair matched the fiery color scheme of his seraph. He tried to massage his right shoulder through the i-suit.

			Seth glanced up at the seraph, eyes drawn to the collapsed right shoulder and limp right arm.

			“I didn’t hit you with a dagger, Tevyr. If there had been any real damage, your i-suit would have fixed it.”

			“I know, but it still stings.”

			“Well? Don’t make me wait any longer. Explain yourself.”

			Tevyr stopped rubbing his shoulder, looking troubled. He turned to Quennin, only to be confronted by her crossed arms and stern gaze. Clearly, no sympathy or support was forthcoming from that direction.

			Tevyr took a deep breath and inclined his neck. “I started it, Father.”

			“Very well. I think that’s enough flying for this exercise. Your seraph is grounded until I decide otherwise. You can assign command of your squadron to Pilot Nezrii.”

			Tevyr Elexen did not move. He kept his head bowed, his eyes downcast.

			“You can use the additional time for more studying,” Seth continued. “I understand your scholastic scores are disappointing.”

			“My scores are above average, Father.”

			“And when your scores have risen far above mere average, I will consider them acceptable. Is that understood?”

			“Yes, Father.”

			Good, Seth thought. You acknowledge your failure and accept your punishment. You don’t whine like some Earther child, complaining about fairness or parsing every last word.

			Seth looked up at Quennin. She nodded her agreement.

			“Now go!” Seth said sharply. “You have work to do.”

			“Yes, Father. Mother.” Tevyr bowed to each parent, then departed the seraph bay. 

			With Tevyr gone, the crowd of EN personnel in the balcony dispersed.

			When they were alone, Quennin shook her head. “You could have been a little easier on him. I don’t think any animosity was involved, just two groups of young pilots trying to show off. And those EN pilots weren’t faultless either.”

			“Which is why I grounded them, too.”

			Quennin sighed. “He’s had to grow up so fast.”

			“Do you think I was too harsh?”

			“A little
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