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			Dedication

			
		
    To Colonel A. Wood, United States Army, Ret. (Green Beret), a faithful patriot, and a good friend and neighbor, for technical information; to T. Laine Raty, whom I am proud to call my maternal grandfather, for going into the U.S. Navy early in life and braving the worst of World War II's tides to help keep us safe. Also, for technical information, and for being an exemplary role model; to Clifford "Bob" Foutin, my paternal grandfather, for also being an exemplary role model; to Janet Raty, my dear mother for invaluably meaningful input on parts of this novel, and for invaluably meaningful input on the development of StormTeam Simulations. Love and gratitude, always; to Joyce, for the advice; to Adrian Foutin, my oldest sister, for the bold encouragement and the enthusiasm; to Felicia, my tall wonder woman that is. Your wish came true; to Mr. J. Shelton, for arranging those class field trips to the Christa McAuliffe Space Education Center in the early 2000s; to Victor Williamson and his leadership for his vision of the Christa McAuliffe Space Education Center that brought out the best in everyone. Thank you for helping me to find my life-changing second corporate calling and purpose in life. My space center career developments thereof and thereafter were instrumental in the development of most of this novel; to Steve, a good friend and a great reader who told me what I needed to hear; to Tom Clancy, Orson Scott Card, and Stephanie Meyer, for the inspiration to write and tell the story; and to all of my readers around the world who follow my work. Thank you for your support. 
 
And to the United States of America – the greatest country on Earth - Happy 250th! May God continue to shed His grace on thee, from sea to shining sea!

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The threat in space is real and our timeline is short." 
—United States Space Systems Command, August 24, 2022
 
In our obsession with antagonisms of the moment, we often forget how much unites all the members of humanity. Perhaps we need some outside universal threat to make us recognize this common bound. I occasionally think how quickly our differences worldwide would vanish if we were facing an alien threat from outside this world. And yet, I ask you, is not an alien force not already among us? What could be more alien to the universal aspirations of our peoples than war, and the threat of war? 
 
—Ronald Reagan, speech to the United Nations (1987). 
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“Absolutely life-changing. God bless you for this piece of art.” 

–Reader Comment

“It really makes you think!” 

– Reader Comment

“Sounds epic—pulling in all those threads into an episodic STORMverse narrative that’s equal parts Clancy’s tactical intrigue and Card’s philosophical depth, masquerading real-world facts as sci-fi is a masterstroke! Think of it as a modern-day “Ender’s game” meets “The Hunt for Red October,” but with NHI pulling strings from the shadows, forging unlikely alliances amid existential threats.”

-SpaceXAI

“Nice!”

–Janet Raty, CEO, Carousel Charts

Praise for Jordan Foutin

“You are the next Tom Clancy. You really are a gifted writer.” 

–Steve H.
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History is Made
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The wind off the stratosphere howled like a thing alive, battering the reinforced glass of the command deck in intermittent gusts. Shadows of distant orbital debris flickered across the pale cerulean arc below—Earth, still beautiful, still whole... for now.

Major Daniel Storm stood motionless at the edge of the glass, his frame rigid beneath the dark steel of his station-issue command uniform. From this altitude, you couldn’t see the fractures—just the illusion of peace. But below? The ground shook. Alliances cracked. Something ancient was beginning to stir. Again.

He exhaled slowly, steam curling against the chilled viewport. This wasn’t just another deep-space rotation. He could feel it.

Sera’s voice drifted through his memory like static over a favorite broadcast. "When the sky goes quiet, that’s when the world’s about to scream." Her words. Her voice. Her calm certainty. God, he missed her. Even now—especially now.

Storm glanced over his shoulder. A junior ensign glanced up, startled, then returned to her readout. The CIC was running quiet—on purpose. Too quiet. He turned back to the viewport, instinct prickling like frostbite along his spine. That old sensation from training, from field ops, from everything that came before—back when operations had simpler names and enemies wore flags.

He’d survived those days. And the years since had tried to teach him that some wars could be outlived.

But not this one.

“Storm,” came a voice from the entry bulkhead—Major Reece, her silhouette sharp even in silhouette, framed against the doorway. “You might want to see this.”

He turned without hesitation, boots echoing across the obsidian floor. The briefing console glowed in icy blues and piercing red bands—an orbital schematic. Upper mid-tether. North Pacific arc.

“What am I looking at?” he asked, leaning closer.

Reece tapped a flashing pulse line. “High-altitude burst. Not a flare, not a test beacon. Energy signature’s... exotic. Pre-Aeon.”

Daniel’s gut sank. “Pre-Aeon? That technology was supposed to have been buried. Scuttled.”

“Apparently, someone’s been digging.”

He looked back toward Earth—toward where that signal had flared.

“That someone,” Reece added, “may be planning to light the match we’ve spent twenty years soaking in fuel.”

Storm didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. Every instinct in him flared awake.

He’d promised Sera this part of their lives was over. No more ghosts, no more midnight calls, no more wars fought from orbit and broadcast through the bones of long-dead cities.

But some promises had to break if the world was to hold.

“Tell Command I want a blackout. Scramble my off-book contacts. No one knows about this outside this room until I say so.”

Reece arched a brow. “Not even your wife?”

Daniel’s expression didn’t flinch. “Especially not her. Not until I know what’s coming.”

She nodded. “Understood.”

He turned back toward the glass. The blue planet continued spinning in silence.

Somewhere, something ancient had just awakened.

And Daniel Storm had never been more certain.

The storm was coming again.

The camera focused on the Caucasian female patient, gradually zooming in to center her face in the frame over the therapist’s shoulder. The recording appeared a little grainy; an anticipatable outcome from a decade-old device. She looked extremely stressed, arguably in crisis, “They came in force...We had no warning...” sniffling, “So many explosions; buildings toppling down; people falling; fingers, arms, legs, all over the place; there was so much blood so quickly...” she strained to remain collected, her chin quivering sharply, her face contorting as she lowered her head, “so much screaming...! They didn’t need guns; some of them didn’t use guns; some of them used something else; something the public never saw or heard of before...” She broke down a little more than noticeably, “We thought they were gonna kill us all!”

“It’s okay,” the therapist attempted to assure, “It’s over... You’re safe, now,”

More sharp sniffling. The therapist handed over some tissues as the patient turned her head as if to reject what she heard, her voice cracking as she continued, “No...they didn’t leave...they’re still out there...”

“...Who?... Who is ‘still out there’?” 

The patient gradually raised her head, looking at the therapist, “The others...they were always watching us...like they were observing us, for some reason,”

“You mean ‘The Feud’?”

The patient was nearing another breakdown, struggling, though managing to turn her head, “No...the others that were there...they looked generally similar to us...but they weren’t us. They didn’t say thing to us...they just. .watched...”

“Were these ‘Watchers’...were they helping The Feud?”

The patient’s eyes welled with terror, managing to collect herself, but only just enough to muster the strength to answer, as though vividly recalling – assumptively - from a reading, “...Much pain...but still time... We oppose deception...” 

There was a seemingly momentary professional pause, then the therapist continued, “I don’t understand. Who said that? Was that something someone said to you?—” 

“...”

The radio crackled, “T-T-I-5-5-1. Approaching drop zone in ten mikes. Over.” The pilot declared in Daniel’s right ear. 

Daniel activated his radio, “Copy that.” He gestured ‘Ten’ to his right, and ten to his left, watching as the gesture spread throughout the rest of the compartment between 199 other special forces operators. 

Daniel was no stranger to flying, particularly when it came to combat airdrops. He enjoyed them more than any other aspect of his military experience, about as much as the occasional trip to the gun range with his compact .40 caliber Excalibur handgun—even more with the suppressor attached. There was no going anywhere in the field without the pistol suppressor. Going without the suppressor was like going jogging at the local high school track wearing only socks—something he had never actually tried doing, but the mental imagery was apt. Daniel had more practice with jumping out of military aircraft during basic training, alone, than most other special operations operatives did in the first five years of their operational careers. That was just the way his military career had turned: faster and harder, focusing on speed, precision, and coordination with the rest of the team—even more than the other traditional special forces operatives he was leading. The feeling of nearly completely free-falling was a rush and a thrill that few other variably comparable life activities would compare to in a similar regard. He took some pride in that fact. Today's jump was no different in terms of that underlying principle, and he was as fluent with the statistics for such missions as most other operators who spent the majority of their careers regularly doing this sort of thing. These types of missions were among the most dangerous known to any combat military operator who chooses to take their career into special forces, which typically meant those operators who volunteered (or were otherwise assigned, for that matter) got the greater chance at being promoted at some point in the future. The military always liked soldiers with experience with dealing with the enemy in combat operations, in one form or another. Knowing what enemies you faced, and determine how to best deal with them quickly and efficiently while minimizing—or, even better, eliminating—friendly casualties was a mark of a great military leader. This characteristic typically meant promotion to a higher rank, a higher pay grade, and accompanying responsibility. As an operator with the rank of Major, he both out-ranked the other operators on this aircraft and the other six that were also carrying upwards of 200 operators that were involved in this operation. 

Special Operators generally walked around when on duty in the field dressed on protective combat armor from head to toe, a rifle around their neck with their dominant hand’s pointer finger on or very near the trigger with the gun’s safety switch off, a suppressed sidearm, an 8-inch combat knife, and several flash-stun grenades and fragmentation grenades. Daniel wasn’t in the least eager to give the order to the other special operators under his command to open fire—mainly because he knew what that would mean 9.9 out of 10 times. If it were necessary, it was necessary. 

Thankfully, military training over the years included training on how to strategically out-think the enemy whenever possible within the available mission time. It was because of this training that he had never had to personally put his finger on the trigger, much less take any permanent action against a foreign, or domestic, enemy of The Union. Then again, most enemies of The Union—mostly humans (or, he recalled, ‘terrans’, as we are referred to by certain other parties) usually went down quickly with two suppressed double-taps with the rifle—or handgun, thinking of his Excalibur—set to ‘stun’, which usually meant the target dropped while being engulfed in albeit temporarily crippling electrical currents powerful enough to reveal the target’s skeleton, depending on the target’s build. This enabled relatively easy military arrests when possible. 

There were, however, other times, as combat stories told during basic training about other special operation missions where the level of force had to be increased because of the instability of a situation—mostly hostage rescue ops. 

Thankfully, even in those situations now-days, the damage can be completely reversed and tangos can be revived to 100%. Even hostages could be revived if they were variably seriously wounded during a hostage situation. This was thanks to advances in modern medicine that were made possible by big pharma being given the political finger by Congress decades ago because pharma was convicted of medical profiteering: they were convicted of not curing anyone, and yet, were making tens of billions of dollars every year. This marked one of the biggest national lawsuits in human (or ‘terran’) history won by the people. Actual medicine’s having taken that step was a relief. Even active-duty and retired military personnel were able to be healed and cured of physical—even mental—injuries sustained during combat operations with relative ease. 

Daniel’s thoughts shifted to the flight. It was as turbulent as could be anticipated between launch and arrival up to this point. Wormhole transit was easier now with new developments in space travel propulsion technology, and it was getting easier with every breakthrough in space travel propulsion. 

He appreciated the aircraft's behavior was starting relax more. The cabin finally stopped shaking—and finally!—they were nearing the drop zone. 

The other one hundred ninety-nine operators finished their gear checks and were standing up to put on their combat headgear before the aft ramp would lower so they could all jump out as a team. 

By now the pilots had pushed the controls to signal for the aircraft's shape to change for traveling in an atmosphere. Soon, the dark blue cabin lights would turn a dark shade of red just before the ramp lowers. So much the better. The enemy wouldn’t see them coming. Daniel checked his military watch, 03:50 hours, local time. Right on schedule. He hoped this operation would end without any casualties, especially to the Union civilians on the ground. 

The weather—from what Daniel could hear sitting in his cot-like seat on the edge of the cabin—sounded calm enough. Enough. The cabin lights were still blue, and had dimmed slightly. Daniel looked over his shoulder out of his one-way view window. The night-vision screen over the window fit like a contact lens and caused the visible area surrounding the quad-engine aircraft to light up a sharp, variably-bright, green color. 

So far, so good, Daniel mused. There was still something nagging at the back of his neck, something that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up almost perfectly straight, but he couldn't mentally pin it down. Something didn't feel right. The pilots haven't activated any alarms, so he reasoned the terrorists had not detected them up to this point. Well, maybe there was something else? Maybe, he acknowledged, but pushed the hypothetical question to the back of his mind. This wasn't fear. No. Absolutely not. 

The powerful Titan-G26 stealth engines were keeping the aircraft high enough that they probably weren't physically visible in the pitch-black of the planet’s night sky—especially at this altitude. The new hull plating was designed to absorb radar or other passive scanning and detection equipment like water into a paper towel. If anyone did detect them, they deserved to catch them—if they could keep up. He wasn't afraid of flying; he rather enjoyed it, but wished the circumstances were better. 

Sitting to his left was the rest of Air Force special operations team Alpha. Army special operations detachment Delta sat opposite, all dressed in dark grey and black camouflage. Alpha comprised of Air Force Special Operations group 363. Daniel checked his wrist monitor showing a second craft entering the vicinity. Call sign 'Dark Horse Two' was traveling on a perpendicular course toward the drop-off zone, carrying teams Charlie and Delta, Marine Force Recon, and Navy SEAL Team Two, respectively. 

According to Intel, this hostage rescue operation required more efforts than a lone operator could handle alone, Daniel reminded himself. This fact didn't bother him at all. Some missions only require a lone operator. . .but the majority of missions—especially missions like this—absolutely required teams, sometimes even multi-branch coordination, he mused. Daniel was given this command because of his qualifications from his time in the Air Force's Special Operations. That, and the fact that he was the senior officer in the field, and had more experience with these types of missions than other command-hopeful candidates made him an excellent choice to spearhead this operation, at least that's what the Lieutenant General at Langley had to say about it. He half-wondered why the Navy or Marines or, heck, the Army wasn't brought in on this to lead this op. Although, missions like this were typically the operational specialty for the Navy, especially. . . Oh well, he told himself. He chose to return to military service for good reasons, one in-particularly special reason who was still asleep in her bed at this hour, Earth time. He was tempted to pick up the interstellar SAT phone and call her to check up on her and make sure she was okay. That was something of a habit for Daniel, something he frequently had to tell himself not to worry so much about. He couldn't find a reason to justify why he was worried about her so doggone much, and he never told her that he was worried about her so often. There really wasn't a reason to in his mind, consciously or otherwise, so he attributed his concern to his protective nature he's had since he first enlisted in the Air Force back in high school, when he and she first met in their sophomore year. 

She's okay, he told himself for the second time so far today. He was out here in-part to make sure it stayed that way, though notable part of him kept telling him his continuing presence in the military wasn’t necessary anymore. 

He refocused his attention on the large duffle bags of gear lining the 50-foot length of steel deck plating in the cabin of the C-143 personnel transport carrier aircraft. They had been in the air for a little while, now, and a little voice in the back of his mind told him it was time to finish a gear check before he and the other team members got in their gear to jump out of the back of the plane. 

The cargo bags resembled board game tiles and were closed by a zipper around the base of each bag. They looked like a giant segmented chocolate bar along the middle of the floor extending to the front of the compartment. Daniel knelt down next to the cargo bag closest to him, opened the bag and retrieved his tightly organized kit comprising of his rifle, sidearm, ammunition, explosives, and body armor. The SEALS and the Marine Force Recon units, he guessed, were undoubtedly doing the same thing. Each subgroup of the deployed forces on this op comprised of riflemen, a SAW gunner, demolitions expert, submachine gunners, and sniper-spotter elements. Daniel knelt down next to the cargo bag closest to him, opened the bag and retrieved his tightly organized kit comprising of his rifle, sidearm, ammunition, explosives, and body armor. The SEALS and the Marine Force Recon units, he guessed, were undoubtedly doing the same thing. Each subgroup of the deployed forces on this op comprised of riflemen, a SAW gunner, demolitions expert, submachine gunners, and sniper-spotter elements.

Daniel followed the lead technician through the reinforced blast doors into the secure armory deep beneath the Nevada complex. The overhead lights rose in soft stages, revealing row after row of Shadow suits mounted on articulated display arms. The air carried the clean scent of new composite materials and the faint ozone tang from recent calibration tests.

The technician, a sharp-eyed woman in a crisp lab coat, stopped in front of a suit that looked noticeably more advanced than the one he had worn on his last operation. “Major Storm,” she said, “we’ve incorporated every breakthrough from the latest reverse-engineering runs. The new composite plating is thirty percent lighter while maintaining full particle-fire resistance. The neural interface now reads micro-intentions point-three seconds faster. Joint servos and power-assist systems have been upgraded across the board.”

She activated the suit with a tap on her tablet. The plating shifted and settled with a soft, organic ripple. Daniel ran his hand over the matte-black surface. It felt thinner under his fingertips but still radiated the same reassuring solidity.

“The Excalibur has been recalibrated specifically for reptilian physiology,” the technician continued. “Variable stun-lethal settings, responsive to thought command. HUD resolution and data refresh rate have both been improved. You’ll notice the difference the moment you suit up.”

Daniel stepped into the suit. It sealed around him with a series of soft clicks. The HUD bloomed inside the helmet — crisp, immediate, feeding him thermal overlays, threat vectors, and system status faster than he could consciously process. He rolled his shoulders, flexed his fingers inside the gauntlets, and executed a quick combat drill in the test bay. The suit moved with him like a second skin.

He gave the technician a single decisive nod. “It’s ready.” 

Like clockwork, the first thing Daniel checked was his magazine-fed R-3 compact assault rifle, a distant combination of the outdated M4 carbine and the G36C. He thumbed through the rifle's functions. The automatic, three-round burst fire, and single-fire switch functions changed smoothly. Next was the rifle's sights and the sights' alignment. The 1-inch 1.5 magnification scope and the close-range sight's alignment were perfectly centered and in perfect condition. He fingered through the six 9mm, 30-round magazines. They were fully loaded—he hoped they'd stay that way. Next he checked his R-3’s suppressor. It was snuggly screwed onto the end of the rifle’s barrel. Same for the Excalibur. His sidearm was next. He checked the sights, slide action, and the safety switch. Everything was functioning as it was designed to. He thumbed the safety off and then put it back in its holster. 

Next, he checked the R-3’s action three times. Smooth as ever. He put on his headgear and then activated the I.R. laser targeting sights and looked down the rifle’s sights to find the I.R. laser lit up perfectly in his headgear and were in exact alignment with the rifle’s other equipped sights. 

The explosives needed no inspection other than to visually confirm their pins were still where they were supposed to be. They were. The explosives were resting in their snug compartments woven into the body armor. 

The other team members started inspecting their kits as well. The cabin quickly filled with the sound of crackling metal components and other gear.

Daniel checked his watch, the tactical holographic screen read the sun was going to be up in a few hours, local time. That was more than enough time to save the hostages and cuff the bozos holding them. Soon the time would come to put on the gear and then do a comm's check with the team members' encrypted radios. 

Multiple branches and multiple teams were involved in this operation, and Daniel was going to make sure it ended in success.

"So Major, are these really the same bozos that that lunatic was using?" a male voice asked from the left amid the subtle swell of metallic rattling of gear from the rest of the compartment. 

Daniel looked to his left and lifted his headgear from over his eyes, taking a deep breath before responding, "Yeah, Sergeant. Intel is confident the majority of the hostiles are actual." So we're taking everyone alive, including the terrorists, if possible. Well, at least that would be ideal. His training told him whether or not that's how this ends is up to them. He shoved a clip into the Excalibur then put the weapon on maximum stun setting and then shoved the gun back into its holster. 

"I heard some of the Feud terrorists were actually Union civies that were under some kinda min' control or sometin'," said another male voice from across the cabin and to Daniel’s left. 

"They used chemical-based methods to force some of the Union civilians to work for them during the Feud incident. Intel suggests the terrorist aren’t looking like they're trying that much, here," Bozos just ran and hid while Quake was taken to prison! Along with a bunch of his closest goons. . . Pretty freakin' high-ranking goons, he mused. Some of the terrorists were-actually-terrorists, he mentally noted. Thankfully, everyone made it out of that incident alive, even if some of those who were forced to work for the Feud had some problems after they were treated for whatever that freakin' chemical was they used on them. . . .

. . . Sometimes a trigger had to be squeezed, but that didn't always mean anyone died—well, at least not on standard setting, they didn't. The Excalibur came through when it was needed, a fact that was aided by another fact: those targets were adults, but they didn't weight much more than your typical high school football player, so the standard setting worked fine. On the heavier targets, however, that could prove to be a different result. He took a sense of pride out of the fact that he had never had to end any hostile target in his career, but, as they said in basic, unfortunately sometimes it has to happen. Stun doesn’t always work. At this moment, in his mind, he hoped this operation would end the same way the Feud incident did. He suddenly felt a stiff, cool breeze on the back of his neck, and heard a little voice in the back of his mind, and a swell of seemingly random doubt that it had. He ignored that and focused on getting into his gear. 

Some of the other operators were already at that point. 

Daniel recalled the briefing, and went over it in his head: the hostages were located in a large industrial refining complex on the north-western continent. A buncha civies and a whole-lotta runaway Neo-Feud terrorists holding the civies captive at gunpoint. Oddly enough, the Office of Mission-Sensitive Intelligence (OMSI) didn't have any record of any demands. That didn't mean there weren't any, it just meant the terrorists were staying quiet for some reason. 

For an instant, Daniel wondered what they could possibly want if they were on the run, and holding civilians. Do they want Quake released? HA! That's a rich demand. Daniel silently laughed in his mind. Where Quake's at right now the only way to get him out is to blow a huge-friggin' crater in a quaint little corner of the Earth and hope nobody in the military notices the fact, much less responds. 

No, even though that's understating things, that still wouldn't be enough. Blacksites were still in use—and those who know about them, much less have access to those sites, usually meet with the president at least once a month, and most of those people either wear a very expensive suit (like politicians, such as the president), or a very heavily decorated military uniform, are carrying at all times, and/or are escorted by people who dress in pitch-black tactical gear and carrying an automatic assault rifle whose career has been based on their ability to make the 12x12 steel plate at the gun range go ‘ding’ with every squeeze of the trigger, even from 100 feet away, even if only using their iron sights. The true measure of the security of those places is so eerie, dark, and forbidding that the very fact of their existence is easily kept under the tightest of wraps.

But Daniel had been to one. ISF is considered a blacksite. Only a handful of Congressmen and women had ever even heard of the fact of a blacksite's existence—none of them had the authority to get themselves in, much less get anyone out. The term "Blacksite" was used only as a general description of a place that made 'maximum security' prisons look like an expensive dog house with a thin steel front gate by comparison. The process of getting access to a blacksite was a very special one, like the very act of unlocking the 'football' in the albeit unlikely event of an imminent nuclear threat, the  most serious of national security crises. 

Usually traditional special forces operators took care of those before the crises had a chance to become an incident the president would directly oversee with personal Commander-in-Chief authorization codes and other such security measures. The blacksite where Quake was being held was miles below the surface of the Earth in an area comprised of dense concrete and the toughest grade of steel ever manufactured by human hands, designed to keep people in, and out, and so well hidden that no satellite photograph would have any hope of finding them, and were dug-in so deep that even thermal photography would be hopeless to spot. Kinda like Area S-4, in Nevada. And for good reason. . .

What hope could the terrorists possibly think they have at getting anything? Does it matter? Of course not—so said his OTS training. If even one hair on a Union civilian's head was threatened, the military would be involved so fast, and the level of hesitation to act . . . he turned his head slightly—considering how many boots of razor-sharp shooters were about to touchdown in the coming minutes, and what was likely to happen shortly thereafter. . . He checked his watch again: a rectangular dark gold reading indicated they were almost over the drop zone. He started putting on his gear. 

So were the other operators. This routine was finished in one minute. 

The cabin lights turned red. Daniel activated his radio transmitter on his chest body armor, "Comms check: one," he said. The radio echoed loudly and clearly a similar response from the other on-board operators in order. Daniel gestured for the on-board battle group to gather in the back in formation. 

"Pilot to Alpha One: standby for drop, over," the radio crackled. 

"One-Pilot: Roger that. Standing by," the floor felt like it was pushing against his feet. 

The transport was climbing. 

The lights dimmed even more and the ramp motor groaned as the aft ramp began to lower. No moonlight was visible, which meant it was still mostly cloudy or overcast. He checked his wrist monitor. The other battle groups were signaling a 'Go' to drop. 

"All operator call signs: activate night vision," Daniel ordered over the radio. He activated the night vision implants in the wind face visor in his headgear—the dark of night instantly became an almost perfect bright lime green color. 

The green 'Go' light in the cabin activated. Daniel signaled from his wrist monitor to the other battle groups to jump. They extended their arms and leaned forward and out of their planes—the wind was calm as they continued falling to the surface—gradually assuming a hexagonal formation, adjusting course to port and angling downward, and then holding their arms straight down at their sides to gain speed. 

Each subgroup broke through the cloud cover in two minutes in near-perfect orchestra. The ground quickly became visible. 

They cleared the ocean two minutes later . . . and then the landing zone became visible and increasingly clear by the second. 

Everything seemed quiet . . . Daniel checked his HUD altimeter: it was time to pull the chutes. This step required no communication. 

Daniel pulled his chute. His visor Heads-Up-Display (HUD) showed the rest of the formation, and those adjacent approaching formations had also pulled their chutes in perfect orchestra, and were approaching their respective landing sites. 

Everyone was on-course and on-target. 

The ground was only a few hundred feet away, now. The dense brush cover surrounding the complex perimeter would serve as excellent cover. The complex’ external lights were off; it was barely visible through night vision with the little light from the orbiting moons that was getting through the cloud cover. His gut told him the terrorists were highly unlikely to see them coming. If there were any terrorists in the brush and the trees. . .
"General, we have received a coded message from Spike, sir," 
"Decode message. Send message to my station." 

"Roger that!" the task took ten seconds. 

General Hound read the message in nearly a minute—and then immediately proceeded to his office. He sat in his tall, plush leather chair behind his desk and then activated a secure communication channel to the White House. 

"Please code identity," demanded the White House Secretary directly. 

General Hound entered an eight-digit key code. In two seconds there was momentary silence. And then another voice answered—

"POTUS." 

"Sir, we've received a message from our source—we have the location of one of the hostage groups." 

"Details?" 

"Yes, sir. An abundance. The first hostage group are well guarded and monitored. I think it would be advisable to call an emergency meeting with the senior staff to plan a joint hostage rescue operation to be carried out as soon as possible," 

"Secure the data, General. Report to the White House as soon as possible." 

"Yes, sir." 

General Hound walked fast to his living quarters to change into his Class-A uniform, and then proceeded to the base's vehicle convoy to be rushed to the base's air runway. Air transit to Washington, D.C. took all of an hour. General Hound went through White House security, and then entered the Oval Office from the East door. 

"Mr. President," he acknowledged as he shook the president's hand. 

"General, have a seat." 

General Hound exchanged pleasantries quickly and briefly with a U.S. Hammond whose name tag read "Hammond" and an Army Four star "Christopherson".

"General, what do you have?" the president asked. 

General Hound explained the information Spike sent. 

"I want ISF, Army, and Navy on this operation," all three military leaders acknowledged the president in the affirmative. "Mobilize all units, gentlemen." another unanimously affirmative response. "Dismissed." 

General Hound returned to ISFC and gave the necessary orders. Two hundred riflemen, ten snipers, demolitions experts and computer experts gathered their gear and then proceeded to their transports. The transports took them to the Routing Station where they loaded into deployment pods. The Routing Station jettisoned the pod fleet, and then opened a wormhole. 

White House Situation Room

Four large wall-mounted monitors showed a live feed of the operation; now from the perspective of the Routing Station. The screens showed a wave of bright yellow dots moving away from the station at a steady pace towards the moon. Admiral Hammond put on a headset connected to a secure government-military communication network. "Sir, all deployment pods are showing a 'go' to deploy to target." said Admiral Hammond.

The president nodded. Admiral Hammond relayed the order through the headset. The pods almost immediately started to accelerated on what seemed like a collision course. 

"Mister president: wormhole opening in exactly three seconds, sir."

"Very well." the president said anxiously. 

The pods went through the wormhole with ease. The video became distorted. The president looked behind him at Admiral Hammond. 

"Temporary signal distortion, sir. That can happen. The video feed will automatically correct for that after several seconds." It did well enough. "Video feed transferring to ISFC SEAL team leader pod camera. The final video feed transfer will take place just before the pods break up in the planet's atmosphere."

"Understood." 

The target was drawing closer on all four screens. 

"Wormhole has closed. Video feed has been routed through deep space relay satellites using an encrypted channel. Pods are approaching destination."

The pods engulfed in flame. The president looked at Admiral Hammond with a concerned look. 

"It's okay, mister president. Deployment pods are designed to withstand a planet's atmosphere. As soon as the pods reach a specific altitude, the video feed will switch to the team's personnel cameras just before the pods disintegrate in the atmosphere. The teams will freefall for a time, and then parachute to their landing sites. The enemy is highly unlikely to detect them."

"And if the enemy does detect them, Admiral?"

"Then our people will handle what may come, sir." the room filled with silence. 

The camera feed changed as Admiral Hammond described. The rescue team lead donned night vision goggles, and activated the goggles' infrared implants. 

The pods disintegrated. The screens turned a bright, sharp green as the rescue team members became visible, and then the planet surface. The surface became larger over the next ten seconds, and then the feed jerked sharply. The rescue team's parachutes deployed. The rescue team members dispersed precisely, and then spiraled to their landing sites. 

The rescue team leader took a knee, loaded a magazine into his sleek automatic assault rifle, deactivated the rifle's safety, checked the rifle's suppressor, and then activated the barrel-mounted infrared laser sight. 

"Lead to all units: sound off." the encrypted radio transmission echoed in the situation room. 

All units responded affirmatively.

"Radio silence until objective point has been reached. Move in on destination." 

The urban environment would be a perfect place for traps, including explosives, early warning security measures. . .and snipers atop buildings. The ISFC SEAL team leader kept his rifle tucked tightly into his shoulder as he and the rest of the team started gradually marching forward, panning right and then left slowly as they progressed through the dense urban brush. The rest of the team were only ten feet away, close enough to use nonverbal hand signal communication. 

"Relaying tactical Heads-Up-Display feed." said Admiral Hammond. The heads-up-display (HUD) inside the night vision goggles displayed tactical readout information, highlighting the SEAL team's destination, and the location of the other SEALS. 

A hand gesture from the rescue team member to Lead's right prompted him to raise a fist. The rest of the team stopped instantly and slowly took a knee. 

Movement—two, straight ahead, thirty meters and closing, Lead gestured. An armed patrol, Lead thought, searching for the patrol through his weapon sights. —Tally ho. 

Twenty meters and closing! The sound of boots against dirt filled the air. Lead nodded, taking aim at the left patrol, the neighboring SEAL to the right took aim at the right. The infrared laser sights on each SEALS' rifle glared on the targets' chests. Ten meters! Lead thought.

Quietly, Lead said, "Now." 

Two muffled pops in rapid succession. The patrol collapsed immobilized and very unconscious. Lead nodded, gesturing to continue. 

Destination: eight hundred meters distant. Lead and Two rushed the patrol, increased the intensity of their next shots, took aim at the patrol's holstered radios and fired. A sharper pop sounded. The radios shattered instantly. The patrol was going to be unconscious for at least a day. No problem. It was dark enough and with this much fog the patrol wasn't going to be easily found. There was no outstanding need to use elaborate hiding techniques, but Lead wasn't about to take an unnecessary risk and lose such a fine team of patriots. Lead gestured to continue forward, this time at a much faster pace. 

Five hundred meters distant. No other patrols. Lead was starting to get a little anxious. How can there be no other patrols in the area near the hostages?. . .Unless the terrorists are all in the same place as the hostages. . .

Fifty yards. . .the destination was now visible: a five-story building. . . Makes sense to keep the hostages in an enclosed area. Bottleneck any possible access points to make any rescue effort that much more difficult. No problem. We'll clear each room one at a time, Lead thought. 

"Units Five and Six, watch for enemy aerial activity. Units Seven through Twelve, watch for ground activity; maintain perimeter. Two and three, standby for high-intensity radar ping." Lead whispered. 

Union radio responses were affirmative. 

"Unit seven, take out the street lights." 

"Copy." the street lights went dark five seconds later. 

Lead gestured for units Two and Three to move. Lead and five others started a tactical march to the front of the destination. A second gesture caused Three and five others to move around to the back. 

Lead looked at the wall and initiated the ping. —Holy cow, he thought. They haven't wired the doors, or the hallways. They've got people patrolling the halls, two watching the inside doorways of each room. . .and they've got hostages at gun point. 

Lead gestured for a breaching charge on the door. The charge would use a highly corrosive acid to quickly melt the door lock. We're gonna have to take this building slow and steady. The rest of the city is going to take some time. . .six hours until daylight. Move. 

"Unit Eight, proceed to the roof. Kill the power to the building." 

"Copy." 

A SEAL gestured the charge was ready as he stacked up with the rest of the team against the nearby wall. 

"Breach, Breach, Breach!" Lead muttered over the radio.

The breach charge worked quickly; the door lock hissed as it melted to the ground three seconds later. Lead and the rest of Unit One lined up outside the door. 

"Lead, power's out."

"Copy." Lead muttered. "Unit Thirteen, get me an eye on this building." a disk-shaped Frisbee quickly approached the roof and then hovered at ten feet over the roof. A high-frequency ping revealed the building's infrastructure, and the people inside. "One hostile approaching from twelve o'clock." Lead whispered, and then gestured for the SEAL on the opposite side of the doorway to prepare to ambush the hostile. 

The ping revealed numerous blue and white humanoid shapes carrying particle rifles. Lead watched as the tango in the hallway inched toward the door, pressing his hand against the door and applied pressure.  as he started to inched the door open, rifle aimed at the inside of the doorway. 

The president couldn't sit. He stood behind the table, watching the center-right screen's feed intently with folded arms. Lead's infrared sight glared against the opposing wall as he inched around the corner; his tactical readout indicated he was followed by multiple other SEALS. Lead kept his rifle pointed in front of him, gradually panning both sides of the emergency exit hallway. 

USSC New Horizon

The sensors officer watched the markers on the sensors screen identifying the ground troops positions as they followed their planned insertion trajectories. “Admiral, our ground forces are ten ticks from their insertion points!” 

“Very well.”

100 feet

50 feet

The subgroups’ pulled their chute tethers down to their sides at 10 feet—Touchdown. 

Each subgroup immediately took a knee, turned around, collected their chutes and got out of their airdrop rigging while looking around through night vision for hostiles. 

Daniel hand signaled for Alpha to form up on him. The detachment raised their rifles formed a firing line with him at the center of the line. 

Another hand gesture signaled to move out. Their rifles went up as Daniel began leading them on a march forward toward the industrial facility. It was about three miles away. The brush and noises of whatever critters big or small that lived in this area were as eerie as a haunted house theme attraction on Halloween, except the otherwise animatronics thrills and ‘horrors’ were very much alive—and undoubtedly hungry. 

Alpha was looking as much for terrorists as it was for sizeable hungry wildlife, and booby traps that the terrorists may have put out in anticipation of a military response by The Union. Then again, Daniel thought to himself, they may not be expecting anyone to respond. How a civie managed to get a signal out for help under such circumstances was a question Daniel was asking himself, then recalled it was more a question of lack of communication from this part of The Union colony on this planet that got The Union’s attention. Intelligence had just confirmed the joint chiefs’ fears on the matter.

So far, so good, Daniel nodded. The three miles were the equivalent of a brisk walk for Union special operators. There was no sweating, no panting. Each subgroup detachment was right on schedule, and quickly approaching the operational inner perimeter about a mile away from the complex. 

No hostile airborne elements yet. Good. Daniel thought, holding his rifle tighter in his right shoulder and panning the way ahead through his crisp holographic targeting sights. 

USSC New Horizon

“Detachments are approaching target facility perimeter!” 

“Very well. Do a thermal scan of the facility interior. I wanna know what the population of that facility is—I wanna know how many of them are hostiles and how many are civilians,” 

“Aye!” 

The Admiral turned sharply, “Ops: deploy tactical satellites over that continent. Establish tactical relay network. Let’s give our people down there as much of an early warning system as possible. ”

“Aye, sir!” 

The Admiral tapped a command on their armrest control panel, activating a direct secure comm-link to the Union ground forces, then leaned forward, “New Horizon to Alpha One, do you read, over?” 

Daniel activated his radio, “Go for Alpha One. Good copy. You are five-by-five, November-Hotel,” 

“Roger that, Alpha One. Prepare to receive incoming full-spectrum thermal and I-R tac feed from eyes in the sky, over.” 

Great. “Roger that, November-Hotel. Alpha One, standing by to receive,” Daniel noted the live feed through his heads-up display (HUD)—the other combat elements were also getting into position and setting up their squad automatic weapons (SAWs), and the sniper-spotter elements were scanning and sighting the complex. 

The snipers’ scopes were equipped with dualtronic sights built as an attachment onto the scope that sent a live feed to Daniel’s HUD, showing him what the snipers were seeing in real time. He could turn off the feed with a simple thumb gesture to the command panel on his rifle, or a separate hidden control panel on his headgear. The snipers were combing their sights’ (which also using night vision) over the complex—quickly zooming in to half of maximum magnification. 

So far things appeared to be quiet. . .

Ten seconds later, the Navy SEAL sniper reached over their trigger arm and activated their radio. Daniel saw who was transmitting in his HUD. “Alpha One, visual on four armed hostiles on the north-east corner of complex. No hostages visible at this time. Over.”

“Roger that,” Daniel replied with a direct tone. His gut told him the hostages are still being held in the business end of the complex where one missed shot could send a mushroom cloud into the atmosphere and leave a crater four times the size of the one in Arizona where the facility would otherwise have been.

“Boss, November-Hotel’s deploying oceanic submarines and coast guard to take the coast.” said Alpha Two, lying prone three feet to Daniel’s right. 

“Copy.” This would give them tac-nuke support and anti-air support in case there were more terrorists in places where Intel may not have accounted for. Daniel doubted this possibility, but still couldn’t rule it out. Union Intelligence not accounting for every conceivable tactical detail was practically unheard of. Daniel’s gut told him Intelligence had done its job. The detachment needed to get into the complex to take down the terrorists to rescue the hostages. 

First things first. 

“Is the EMP array set up?” Daniel asked the sergeant ten feet to his right. 

“Roger,”

Daniel reached for his radio, “Alright, all elements, let’s take out their comms. Standby to deploy EMP in three-two-one—execute.”

The sergeant pushed a command into the array, a process that was followed by the other detachments in orchestra. The arrays made a subtle, sharp whining sound for three seconds and then became silent. 

“All sniper elements—any sign they heard their radios fry?” 

Five seconds later, the radio was abuzz with, “Negative, they’re in the dark.” 

“Copy that. Rifle elements: on me, on me.” Daniel stood up, raised his rifle and began marching forward. Each riflemen had their night vision headgear down and were panning their I.R. sights all over the visible area of the complex. Daniel’s HUD showed a green curved boomerang formation approaching the complex’ East perimeter. 

Daniel noted two tangos appeared from behind a large cargo truck holding a radio to their mouths ahead of the bottom of the formation. 

“Do you read me, over? Hello?” one of the terrorists asked looking over their shoulder, “Is your radio down, too?” he shook his radio as though suspecting the radio’s battery charge had run out, then looked left in Daniel’s direction, squinting into the darkness.

The sergeant snapped, putting his rifle’s targeting reticule on the tango’s torso and fired two muffled shots. The sound of the shots was like two light, sharp knee pats. 

Two dark plumes shot from the points of impact as the terrorist’s crumbled nearly motionless onto the ground. Daniel and Alpha Two held position behind the vehicle, holding their rifles up and at an angle as another terrorist ten feet away lifted their rifle and began walking to where he thought he heard the first terrorist collapsing. The darkness made it hard to see with total clarity, and with the nearest of the complex’ external lights flickering on and off with minimal lighting, at best what he thought he saw was an oddly-shaped duffle on the ground. This didn’t make sense to him.

Alpha three turned around the front-left corner of the vehicle, snapped aimed and fired two shots. Two dark plumes shot from the terrorist’s back as they crumbled. “Clear.” Alpha Three declared over the radio. 

“Alpha One, Two, and Three, hold your position. You’ve got a couple of hostiles on the third level in front of you.” said the Navy SEAL sniper. 

The radio briefly crackled again, “I see them, too,” said the Air Force sniper. 

Dang it. “You are clear to engage,” Daniel declared. 

“Roger,” both snipers acknowledged. The SEAL sniper and the Air Force sniper both zeroed in on their targets and fired, watching a dark plume for an instant as the targets collapsed in place. “Two tangos down.”

The closest door to enter the facility was nearby, but Daniel suspected it was most likely wired in some way; so also said his gut. He pointed his rifle at the door and did an I.R. scan. 

The scan revealed that not only was the door wired to high-explosives, but so was the door’s frame. 

He wasn’t going to risk their lives. 

There wasn’t any evidence of terrorists in the adjacent corridor leading into the complex. He turned his head and gestured for a wall breach. 

Daniel, Alpha Two and Alpha Three formed a triangular firing line formation as Alpha Three applied a palm-sized square-shaped breach charge to the wall, then grabbed the lower-right-hand corner of the charge and pulled it six feet diagonally toward the ground. The size and shape of the charge changed proportionately. After the detonation command was given, over the course of one second, the charge would gradually generate an ultra-high-frequency burst of sound that would shatter the wall similarly to a block of C4, but with considerably less noise. An invaluable tactical advantage unless they had dogs, but there was no indication of that at this point. A relief to Daniel as he watched Alpha Three retrieve the detonator from a pocket on the front of their gear. 

The charge was set.

Daniel signaled to detonate. 

Alpha Three sharply thumbed the top of the detonator. One sharp second later, the area of the wall precisely within the area of the charge crumbled violently into the corridor as a pile of jagged rocky debris. 

Their rifles went up and they rushed into the corridor in a fan formation with professional speed and precision; in a blink, checking the corners first and then high and low, then took a knee with Daniel in the center of the corridor, Alpha Three faced East, Alpha Three faced West.

Daniel quickly checked his HUD, watching the rest of the boomerang formation approach other entrances on the East side of the complex through the video feed from their helmet camera. 

Another operator wrapped their left arm around a terrorist’s neck (their right arm wasn’t visible), and then the terrorist head jerked backward and then the terrorist collapsed in an instant as the operator retrieved their rifle and continued marching forward. 

The other operators approaching the complex fired two shots to center-of-mass at any terrorists they saw that were between them and an entrance into the complex before they surrounded their respective entrance, following the breach order. In seconds, they were inside the complex. 

They sequentially announced, “Clear,” over the radio. 

Daniel gestured to ‘move out’ to Alpha’s Two and Three.

The other military operators moved with the same lethal precision—Army SFOD-Delta stacking on the southern perimeter, Navy SEAL Team Two emerging from the riverbed with suppressed MP7s, Marine Force Recon covering the northern approaches with M27 SAWs, and Space Force Shadows securing the roof in cloaked exosuits. Every branch synchronized under Daniel’s command, their diverse skills converging in a single, fluid strike that turned the industrial complex into a textbook rescue operation.

The investigation had begun in the shadows of Langley long before the first colony ship had even launched, the kind of quiet, methodical work that only a handful of cleared personnel ever knew existed, and Director Alan Forester sat in the secure briefing room with the holographic display casting harsh blue light across the faces of his most trusted analysts, his own mind already racing through the implications of what the first raw data streams were showing while he felt the familiar tightening in his chest that always came when the StormVERSE’s larger timeline threatened to unravel in ways no one outside this room could yet see. “We have a breach,” he said quietly, voice carrying the weight of decades in the intelligence community, the same weight that had kept him awake through more late-night briefings than he cared to count, “the kind that doesn’t happen by accident,” and as the analysts ran through the preliminary timelines every second of every override logged in excruciating detail he let his thoughts drift for just a moment to the young major who had just led the hostage rescue drop, Daniel Storm, the same man whose name kept appearing in the early Shadow personnel files, the same man whose wife Sera’s psychic bond would one day become part of the larger picture the investigation was only beginning to glimpse, the same psychic bond that would one day hum with the first faint echoes of the Watchers’ presence in the quiet hours before the showdown to come. The data streams showed the same anomalies the public would later call the Feud: wormhole control seized too cleanly, security overrides executed with insider precision, the colony ships weaponized in minutes rather than hours, and Forester’s gut told him it went deeper than Quake’s terrorists, deeper than the visible chaos of exploding colony domes and tectonic hammer-tests that had shaken the outer worlds, the same tectonic events that were now syncing with the latest FRB spikes in ways that made the reptilian signatures in the New Horizon download feel like the opening move in a game whose rules only a few people on Earth truly understood. He leaned back in the high-backed chair, fingers steepled, the faint scent of stale coffee and recycled air filling the room as he let the analysts continue their work, and he allowed himself one slow breath, letting the warmth of the knowledge that they were already moving chase away the chill of the latest intercepts, the same warmth that Daniel Storm was feeling right now in the command center as Sera’s thumb traced those slow deliberate circles on the back of his hand, her Caribbean blue eyes locking onto his with that same allure he had felt the day she had glanced over her left shoulder in the high-school hallway, her dark blonde hair brushing her shoulders in that intoxicating way that always made his thoughts scatter for a moment, the same way they had scattered during their first real conversation after high school when she had teased him about his Peugeot SR1 and the way he had looked at her across the parking lot, her fingers tracing slow circles on the back of his hand under the table, the teasing rhythm matching the slow-burn heat that was always building between them, the same heat that had led to the excitement that had left them both breathless and married in every sense of the word. The UIA shadows were lengthening as the Splinter Cells moved deeper off-books, their encrypted reports filtering through the secure channels that only a handful of cleared personnel could access, the same channels that had once carried the first classified telemetry from Spike after the colony ships were seized and the Feud had turned hope into hostage crisis, the same telemetry that had warned of the reptilian orchestration behind Quake’s moves, the same orchestration that the New Horizon data download had finally explained as a deliberate softening of Union defenses, a prelude to something larger that made Daniel’s rank as Major feel both heavier and more urgent than ever before, the weight of command settling on his shoulders like the steel of his Shadow suit even though he wasn’t wearing it right now, and Sera leaned closer, her dark blonde hair brushing his shoulder, the scent of her shampoo and the faint trace of her skin filling the air in that intoxicating way that always made his thoughts scatter for a moment, the same way they had scattered the night before in their honeymoon suite when she had slipped out of the tank top and let the leather pants slide down inch by agonizing inch to the beat of “Deep,” her voice whispering “Are you ready for more?” in that low, playful cadence that always left him wanting, always left him burning. The room hummed with the low sound of keyboards and secure comms as the team began pulling personnel records, cross-referencing access logs, and mapping every blacksite visit in the last five years, and Forester allowed himself one slow breath, letting the warmth of the knowledge that they were already moving chase away the chill of the latest intercepts while in the command center Daniel squeezed Sera’s hand again, letting the warmth of her skin chase away the chill of the latest reports, and for a moment the lines of UIA shadows and FRBs and tectonic events blurred into the background, replaced by the memory of her body moving against his in the honeymoon suite, the slow figure-eight of her hips and the soft gasps that had filled the room like a private symphony only they could hear, the same symphony that had played in his mind the night he had first seen her in that leather jacket, the night the storm had begun. The storm was coming, yes, but so was she, and that made all the difference as the investigation deepened and the traitor’s shadow grew longer across the entire Union.

The operation was a testament to the seamless coordination of multiple military branches, each bringing their unique expertise to the mission. Alongside Daniel’s Air Force Special Operations team Alpha, the Army’s Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta (SFOD-Delta) moved with precision toward the southern perimeter, their suppressors silencing M4 variants as they neutralized a patrol with non-lethal rounds. The Delta team’s demolitions expert synced a secondary EMP array with Daniel’s, enhancing the comms blackout. Navy SEAL Team Two, led by Lieutenant Commander Reese, approached from the west, emerging from a riverbed with MP7 submachine guns, their snipers on a rocky outcrop using .338 Lapua rifles to drop a guard with a stun dart. Marine Force Recon, under Captain Elena Vasquez, infiltrated from the north, their M27 SAWs covering scouts as snipers took high ground with thermal overlays. The Union Intelligence Agency’s Special Activities Division (UIA-SAD), led by Agent Korr, deployed in plainclothes from a stealth dropship, using silenced HK416 rifles and hacking drones to map the control room. Space Force Shadows, commanded by Major Taryn Holt, secured the roof with cloaked exosuits and plasma rifles, neutralizing a sentry with a stun baton. Army Rangers, under Colonel Jared Knox, formed a secondary cordon with M249 SAWs, disarming a pressure plate trap. The Coast Guard’s Maritime Security Response Team (MSRT), led by Chief Warrant Officer Lena Ortiz, scouted underwater exits with sonar buoys and MP5K submachine guns. The Union Marine Corps’ Reconnaissance Battalion, led by Major Liam Carter, reinforced the east with LAV-25s and M320 grenade launchers, clearing escape routes. The Interstellar Fleet Command’s (ISFC) strike team, under Commander Anil Patel, disabled backup generators with EMP grenades and Breaching Shotguns, ensuring the data download. Together, their diverse skills converged under Daniel’s command, ready to liberate the hostages.

Daniel checked in his gear, debriefed by Colonel Meltek, who also put Storm on two weeks of leave, then arranged for a flight home to his apartment. 

That night in his bed, in a cold sweat from the top of his head to his feet, he slowly stood up and walked around the left foot of the bed to the master bathroom forty-five-feet away. The bottoms of his toes quickly chilled against the tile bathroom flooring—an unpleasant sensation that quickly travelled to his ankles, and then halfway up his calves, despite his long pajamas. The lights stayed off, he firmly decided. No chance of the angel sleeping one wall away was to be woken up before the dawn—not even by accident. He pressed his palms on the front corners of the snow white sink, looking down at the sink, leaning into his palms, trying to intellectually metabolize the flood of images scoring his thoughts. He heard a noise one wall away through the doorway—like fabric rustling and brushing against skin. He turned his head, listening intently for any indication that he would need to rush back into the previous room to put into effect an action—or chain of exquisite actions—to educate an apparent intruder of the error of their ways. A call to 911 would follow to request paramedics to come and collect what was left of the intruder. The intruder would survive, but their desire to commit crime wouldn't. Daniel reasoned the sound was instead Sera shifting position, reaching across the bed to see if he was there. He found some solace in
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