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      You do anything for too long and it tends to get boring. Even if it’s something you enjoy, something good. The galaxy had been in a relative state of peace for nearly a century when the universe decided to shake things up with a little chaos.

      The Alliance had held it together for as long as they could. But even peace and prosperity could build enough resentment to start a fight. All it took was another option, and longtime allies became adversaries. Friends became enemies. True, sometimes haters became lovers. But it was pretty rare and the opposite was much more common.

      What was left of the longstanding planetary federation was at war with the Hama Empire. This heretofore unknown enemy popped up out of the dark edges of known space and started playing rough right off the bat. They tore apart the fabric of peace, lit it on fire and warmed their feet by it while they sat back and planned on seizing control of damned near everything. The worlds of the shattered Alliance were at each other’s throats.

      And that was just the way Commander Blayse Vides liked it.

      It was tragic. He wasn’t denying that. People were dying, and he would be the first to admit that death was a bad thing. He hated war as much as the next man. War was Hell. They said war was Hell for a reason. So, of course, he didn’t like war. What kind of person would actually say they like war? Only a monster could say something like that.

      On the other hand, if they were going to go ahead and have a war anyway, they’d better be damn sure to invite him.

      Commander Vides had been born, raised and trained to kick ass on a galactic scale, and ever since those damn Hamagonians decided to poke their heads up out of their hole in the galaxy and start causing problems, there was a whole lot of ass that needed kicking.

      Right now, that ass was on the planet below him.

      Cocooned in his Hell Driver armor, Blayse studied his helmet’s heads-up display. The interface was almost as old as he was. That was nearly a hundred and forty years if you were counting the time they had both spent on ice as a part of Project Svalbard. He’d spent more than twice as long in suspended animation as he had breathing real air. Despite that time in storage, the rig’s systems were working perfectly.

      If only the same could be said for himself. After they had thawed him out, it had taken almost eight weeks for the tingling in his legs to stop. Two straight months of pins and needles was enough to drive even the toughest grunt mad.

      Fortunately, the sensation had finally subsided. Unfortunately, a facial tic took its place. Every now and then he’d throw a wink someone’s way. Normally it wouldn’t be much of a concern. So far, it had only gotten him slapped once and he was pretty sure he would have gotten slapped without it, so it was something he could probably have lived with. The problem came when he was rigged up in his Hell Driver armor.

      The sensors in the rig’s helmet weren’t accustomed to the twitch. They monitored and responded to every muscle in his face and activated different functions depending on his movements and expressions. It was designed as a way to enable silent, hands-free control over the powered armor. He could launch a rocket with a raised eyebrow or call in an airstrike by sticking out his tongue. But the tic was something new and the armor had a hard time interpreting it. So, it guessed.

      Maybe it was because his mind was on it or maybe it was for no reason at all, but the twitch happened as if on cue. He felt the left corner of his mouth tighten involuntarily and pull up.

      The helmet chimed an affirmative ring that it had received the signal and confirmed the command it guessed he was asking for. “Detonate armor.”

      “Detonate? No, dammit!” Vides shouted. “Undo. Undo. Undo!”

      “Detonation deactivated.”

      Vides grunted in frustration. He liked being in control. He had worked his whole life to lead a command, and not being able to control his own face aggravated him beyond words.

      The commander turned his focus back to the readouts in his helmet. It was displaying information about the planet below. Temperature, gravity, atmospheric composition and local time. All of the readings were as Earthlike as you could get and still call it an alien world. Right now, his destination was the equivalent of a summer day in the South of France.

      Their similar weather had been one of the reasons Earth and Mirada had gotten along so well for so long. Small talk between the races came easy when you could gripe about the heat or complain about the rain.

      Mirada was one of the founding members of the Alliance. In fact, it was the first civilization the people of Earth had encountered when they’d first set out among the stars. Mirada’s own version of SETI had guided the Earthlings to their system, and the Miradians had welcomed the visitors with open arms.

      The similarities between the two worlds were astounding. The peoples of each planet were humanoid, roughly the same size and dedicated about the same amount of time to hairstyles and fashion. The Miradian culture was devoid of the truly offensive practices of slavery, cannibalism or cat worship. And their technological achievements mirrored Earth’s earlier history. They even had their own rockets and had achieved orbital flight. Given another century, it may have been possible that Mirada would have discovered Earth instead of the other way around.

      The Miradians hadn’t known war for a long time. Even before First Contact with Earth, they had been at peace for a generation. By now it was all but a foreign concept to them.

      But war was coming for them now. They had invited it upon themselves. They had called for its attention, laid out the red carpet and told it to pull up a seat.

      After the Atrocity on Shandor, as the media phrased it, federated planets began to peel away from the Alliance. Some embraced the Hama Empire, while others took the opportunity to go it on their own once more. No one had expected Mirada to go. The planetary leaders surprised everyone when they had declared their intentions to leave the Alliance and join with the Hamagonians. They gave the Alliance Security Council a week’s notice. Six days had passed. In 24 hours, Earth’s oldest ally would be playing for the other team.

      Vides had never paid much mind to politics—he found it dishonest and was proud that what he did, though very violent, was much more forthcoming. But the situation made his mission all the easier. If there was one thing he hated, it was a traitor. If there were two things, they were a traitor and people that turned up their noses at donuts. The list could go on to include banal conversationalists, pompous pricks and the fifth sequel of any series, but the list would always start with traitor—provided the list was being ordered from most hated to least hated—because traitors were the worst.

      “Vides!” The voice of an angel sang in his ear and brought his mind back to the business at hand. “Are you awake in there?”

      “Sure thing, Genie.” He gathered his thoughts and examined the readouts once more. They were coming up on the drop zone. He and the beautiful Priscilla, notorious criminal, smuggler and babe were dropping together. This made him smile. He liked doing anything together with her.

      Vides used to get the shakes before a drop. But that was a long time ago.

      There was a bump as his capsule was fed into the firing tube. He grinned while awaiting the first hit of the mission. The kick of the launch always told him it was go time. Yeah, the force didn’t feel the best, but it was that first touch of discomfort on a mission that told you things were getting real. There was no use expecting any gentle treatment until you were Earthside once again.

      Then it hit—WHAMBO! He was fired from the barrel like a literal weapon. Because that’s what he was. A weapon. Literally. And that weapon was aimed squarely at Mirada.

      The explosive force propelled him out into space. Then there was nothing. No weight. No sound. Commander Vides was alone with his thoughts. And right now, he wasn’t really processing much of anything, so he just enjoyed the silence.

      Yeah, he used to get the shakes before a drop. But that was a long time ago. About a hundred and twenty years ago.
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      The villa overlooked the bluest lake in Mirada’s northern hemisphere. Its shallow depth and clarity made the few boats that plied the waters appear as if they were floating in air instead of on the body’s placid surface.

      The Rangjata trees that lined the lakeshore had just blossomed the week prior, and bursts of the purple flower were reflected in the water nearest the shore. Their fragrance scented the air and with every breeze, a wave of nostalgia washed over her. It was her favorite time of year. And it could be the last time she ever experienced it.

      Natlia’s memories were interrupted by her husband throwing open yet another suitcase, slamming it on the table and throwing things at it with little regard for whether they made it inside or not. She was leaving everything she had ever known: her friends, her family and her entire history was here. Everything she had ever known was on Mirada. He was going home, but he was more upset about it than anyone.

      “We have to hurry, my love,” he said as he disappeared from the room once more to collect something else to throw at the suitcase.

      She looked at the picture she had been cradling in her arms. It was of the two of them on the day they were married. Standing on the shores of the very lake their villa now overlooked. The water was as clear that day as it was now. Their whole life had been in front of them. That was a great day.

      Cullin came back into the room with an armful of clothes destined for the luggage and saw her standing there, lost in her memory. “Natlia, we must hurry.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry.” She set the picture back on the shelf. It would stay here with everything else. She took one more deep breath and let the sweet scent of the Rangjata blooms seep in to her memory. She would miss Mirada’s seasons the most. She heard that Earth only had four. It was going to take some adjusting.

      But Earth was to be their home until the war’s end—if there was an end to the madness that had gripped the galaxy. It had come on suddenly. Everything had changed too quickly to comprehend. Now she had to weigh what mattered to her most. She had to decide what to take and what to abandon to looters or government confiscation. Anything of purely sentimental value would be discarded by vandals without a second thought, and she wanted desperately to protect the treasures from such treatment. But even they had to be left behind.

      It wasn’t fair. From its very beginning, Mirada had been a part of the Alliance. She had been born a citizen of the Alliance. And overnight it had disappeared. Now they lived in a world where loyalty was being questioned, and a pledge to peace wasn’t the answer anyone was looking for. For months, people she had known her entire life were asking her where her allegiance would lie should a deal be made with Hama. She never could answer. Mirada was still her home, but with the state of the galaxy, it was a world she no longer recognized.

      None of it made sense. Earth and Mirada had their differences, but they had always been inconsequential—little more than a source of jokes and friendly ribbing. The two peoples had embraced one another ever since their mutual discovery. Free trade had followed, and the people of both worlds knew a kinship unlike any other in the galaxy.

      Even the cultures meshed. Entertainers from Earth were some of Mirada’s biggest heroes. And while their population was somewhat smaller, Miradian comedians had found a disproportionate amount of success Earthside. Mirada’s musicians were another story. The charts were filled with Earth singers and bands. Mirada had to pass laws to encourage the growth and promotion of local talent. What it boiled down to was that Miradian music was so bad that it had to be mandated.

      The complete lack of musical talent on the planet was a sore spot for many. They defended their unpopular artists with an insistence that it was culture that made it sound off to Earth people and that off-worlders just wouldn’t understand, but they knew it sucked. They found most Miradian music as grating as those off-planet did and primarily listened to artists from other worlds themselves.

      But Natlia was thankful that Miradian music was terrible. If it had been any good, she never would have met Cullin. But that was a long time ago. Now Cullin Decote was Earth’s man on Mirada. Or, he had been until earlier in the week. His status had shifted from Alliance liaison to Earth Ambassador in a matter of moments. And their lives had changed just as fast.

      “You know you can’t take that,” he said. His voice snapped her out of her trance. She was still holding the picture, and he had already filled his suitcase and grabbed another. She wasn’t even sure how the picture had ended up in her hands.

      “We have the digitals,” he said. Always the diplomat, he measured his voice as not to upset her. He wasn’t commanding or ordering her to do anything. Just conveying the reality of the new situation. “We need to leave the pictures.”

      “I’m sorry. I was just thinking about that day.” Natlia smiled at him and set the picture face-down on the shelf. Her eye was drawn by his trophy on the shelf in front of her. Before she knew it, the award from the music academy was in her hand. “What about this?”

      Cullin stopped grabbing things and turned back to her. He dropped what was in his hand into the luggage and moved across the room. He took her face in his hands and kissed her on the forehead. It was comforting. And it lasted only a moment. “I know this is difficult. But we don’t have time for memories right now.” He let her go and put the award back on the shelf. “We’re not leaving forever. It’s just for now. We’ll be coming home soon. This will all work out.”

      There was some comfort in his words. Maybe he was right. She hoped he was right. He used to be right a lot. But he never could have predicted the House’s voting to leave the Alliance. No one could.

      She decided it was probably best to get back to panic-packing and turned away from the distractions on the bookshelf. Their son was standing silently in the doorway, watching his father race about. Natlia stood up straight and tried to appear less worried. She adopted her calm mom voice. It was the one she used whenever he hurt himself and she was doing her best not to freak out. “What is it, sweetie?”

      Her husband appeared at her side and put an arm around her. Most husbands believed that putting an arm around their wife meant everything was okay when they talked to their kids. It was a strange belief, but he matched it with his own version of the calm mom voice. It was more practiced than hers. “Hey, champ, are you all done packing for our trip?”

      Treye was barely nine, and he was timid enough to begin with. He shook his head gingerly.

      She felt the arm on her shoulder tense up.

      “Why not, buddy?” Cullin asked without breaking the calm tone.

      “I got scared,” Treye said.

      “There’s nothing to be scared of, bud. I told you, we’re just going on a trip. It’s going to be exciting. You finally get to see where dad comes from. And, I promise you, it’s a pretty great place.”

      Treye nodded as his father spoke but ultimately disagreed. “I’m not scared about that.”

      “Well, then why are you scared?” Natlia asked.

      “There’s a clown in my closet,” the boy answered. But even he didn’t sound convinced by the odd statement.

      “Oh, buddy, there isn’t a clown in your closet,” her husband said with a laugh. “I’m sure it’s just some weird trick of the light or maybe your clothes.”

      The boy squinted his face up and thought about it for a moment. He shook his head again. “No, dad, I’m pretty sure it’s a clown.”

      Cullin’s communicator rang. He pulled his arm from her shoulder and looked at the device mounted on his wrist. “I need to take this.”

      “Who is it?” she asked.

      “A friend,” he said.

      “Is it the same friend that told you Mirada wasn’t going to leave the Alliance?” she said, remembering halfway through the statement to maintain her calm mom voice for Treye’s sake.

      “He’s our best chance,” her husband responded as he rushed out of the room. “I need to take this. Can you handle this… clown thing, please?”

      She turned her frustrated smile into a loving grin that she aimed at Treye. “A clown?”

      “A clown,” he confirmed.

      “Like the funny clown from the restaurant?”

      “No,” Treye said. “He doesn’t seem funny at all.”

      She offered her hand. “Why don’t we go ask this clown what he’s doing in your closet? Okay?”

      Treye nodded and took her hand.

      A crash outside startled her and she let go. It was a thud and a shriek of metal, and for the life of her she couldn’t imagine what could make a noise like that.

      “Wait here. Okay, sweetie?”

      She raced to the front of the house and joined Cullin at the window. “What was that?”

      He just nodded outside. A long black government car had stopped in the driveway. Her husband was a dignitary, and long black cars in their driveway were hardly out of the ordinary. The tank coming down the drive and running over her planter boxes was much more out of place. Soldiers were rushing into the courtyard and taking up defensive positions behind what planters the armored vehicle hadn’t crushed.

      The door to the government car opened and a man in a black suit stepped out.

      “What did he tell you?” she asked.

      “I’m sure this is nothing.”

      “They don’t bring tanks to nothing,” Natlia said.

      “It’s not a tank,” he said and turned her away from the window. “It’s an APC. Like an armored car.”

      “Also not often brought to nothing.”

      “It’s just a misunderstanding,” he insisted.

      “A misunderstanding?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “I’m sure it’s an escort. To get us safely to our ship.”

      “Okay. That is something that would make sense,” she agreed. “Given the circumstances.”

      “Right,” he reassured her and himself. “It makes total sense.”

      They looked out the window as a second armored vehicle pulled into the courtyard.

      “But, you know,” Cullin said. “It wouldn’t hurt to hide.”

      “Hide?” She realized she was just repeating what he said in the form of a question, but her mind was still trying to accept the front yard full of army men.

      “Take Treye and hide in his room. Tell him it’s a game or something.”

      “Cullin, I⁠—”

      He took her gently by the shoulders. He was now using the calm voice he used on adults. He was so good at that. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll talk to him and everything will be fine.”

      “What’s going on? Is that a tank? Cool!”

      Treye had always been quiet, but he had somehow moved directly between them and planted his face to the window without them knowing it. His finger bounced from one soldier to another and his lips moved as he counted each one to himself.

      Cullin looked back out the window and then around the room. He dashed over to the fireplace and grabbed a model spaceship from its cradle on the mantel. “I want you to go play in your room with Mommy for a little while. Okay, Treye?” He handed the ship to their son. “Here, take Dad’s spaceship. I know how much you’ve always wanted to play with it.”

      Treye hesitated. “You said to never touch it.”

      “I know!” It was an uncharacteristic snap. But only a momentary one. He regained his calm. “I know. But now, it’s okay. Take it.”

      Treye smiled as he studied the model. He had always wanted to play with it, but her husband had always insisted that it was a collectible, not a toy. Now their son was making rocket noises and flying it through his imagination.

      Her husband ushered them out of the room and she took their son by the shoulder. “Let’s go play a game.”

      They rushed down the hall, the boy making engine sounds the whole way as the model swooped, swished and flew around the turns in the hallway and into his bedroom.

      She looked around the room and had to fight the feeling of leaving it behind as well. Her most precious memories were in this room. It had been Treye’s nursery, and she had spent some of her happiest moments snuggling with him and rocking him in the corner near the window.

      “What game do you want to play, Mom?” Treye was bouncing on the bed now. He may have been talking to her, but his focus was still on the rocket in his hand.

      “Hide and seek,” she said while studying the room for a hiding place. The closet. The closet was obvious, but there was an access door to a storage area through the closet, buried under the endless interests of a 9-year-old boy.

      She took his hand and led him across the room. Her fear was growing, and she had to be mindful not to drag him across the room. She didn’t have to be calm, but she had to act calm for his sake. This permission to panic comforted her as she began to freak out even more. But she sounded calm. “Let’s hide in the closet.”

      “We can’t,” Treye said, and pulled back. “The clown is in there.”

      She smiled at him as she opened the closet door. “Now, let’s not be silly.”

      “See?” Treye said and pointed to the closet.

      She stifled a scream but couldn’t help but back away from the sight. The clown was sitting on the closet floor with its knees pulled up to its chest. It didn’t move; it didn’t even look toward them. She took a second look at the clown and realized it wasn’t even a person at all. It was made of metal. She took a cautious step toward it.

      Even seated, the clown’s head rose to nearly five feet. The face was punctuated with a round red nose over a permanent blood-red smile. Its eyebrows were pitched in a permanent scowl. The white metal face makeup was marred with scorch marks and potted with dents and dings. And it was all topped with a rainbow wig ringing the top of his head.

      “I told you,” Treye said as the rocket in his hands whooshed away from the closet and back up onto his bed, where he took it to greater and greater heights with every bounce on the mattress.

      Natlia turned back to the clown. She couldn’t even comprehend its presence, but it was terrifying and she fought back the urge to panic.

      Things became even more terrifying when the clown turned to her, put a finger to its lips and said, “Shhh.”
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      His wife hadn’t been out of the room for more than a minute when she came racing back in, pushing her son ahead of her and constantly looking over her shoulder. Cullin spun back and forth, his attention split between the small military force gathering in his front yard and whatever it was that clearly had his wife worried. “What is it? You need to go back! You need to hide!”

      She struggled to find words and began several sentences without conveying a single thought. “There’s a… In the… Back in his… There’s… It’s…”

      “Are they back there, too?” he asked, but she just kept trying to form words.

      Her panicked rambling was interrupted by a knock on the door. Everything was still. Even the air in the room stopped moving. It didn’t start again until a second rap on the door started everyone panicking again.

      “Hide,” his wife whispered to their son. “But not in your room. Hide somewhere else.”

      “Okay, Mama.” Treye appeared unconcerned. He clenched the spaceship against his chest and disappeared into the back of the house. Once the boy was out of sight, Cullin put a reassuring hand on his wife’s shoulder and moved to open the door.

      Before he could reach it, the door came to him. The wood shattered like glass and blasted splinters into the room. Smoke rolled after it and filled the foyer. He turned away from the blast and put himself between the danger and Natlia. The explosion had blown the sense of reality right out of him and as he held his wife tight, he struggled to process what was happening. Through sheer strength of will, he forced his senses back to the present and looked at Natlia. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded twice. The first time was hesitant and uncertain, but the second assured him she was uninjured and he turned back to the door to face whatever was about to come through it. He didn’t know what to expect—soldiers, grenades or a hail of bullets.

      Instead, a figure filled the doorway and stood patiently in the fading haze left by the smoke. “Mr. Decote. May I come in?”

      Cullin took a sharp breath that he planned on turning into accusations and threats. But the acrid air of the smoke filled his lungs and he doubled over in a coughing fit. It wasn’t the strong, assured presence he was hoping to project. This frustration further aggravated the coughing, and it wasn’t until he felt a reassuring hand on his back that he got it under control. He stood up and found that it wasn’t his wife’s hand.

      The figure from the doorway had taken the liberty of entering uninvited and was helping him to a chair. “Could someone please get Mr. Decote a glass of water?” the man asked the room. He started patting Cullin on the back. “I know that stuff can really get you coughing.”

      The coughing had brought a fair amount of water to his eyes, but the uniformed figure was obviously Mirada Intelligence. He knew many in the Ministry, but this wasn’t a voice he recognized. Cullin choked back a final cough and finally got his words out. “Who are you?”

      “I am Administrator Weyland, Mr. Decote. I apologize for my rude entrance, but may I ask why you didn’t open the door when I knocked?”

      “The one you blew up?” Cullin snapped.

      The Administrator acted hurt. “I knocked two or three times, Mr. Decote. I thought maybe you were ignoring me.”

      His eyes and lungs finally cleared and Cullin was able to stand up. The Administrator didn’t stop him but, as he rose, Miradian soldiers filed into the room. Every one of them was armed with a rifle. One had a glass of water.

      “Oh, yes. Bring that here,” Weyland said with a wave to the soldier holding the water. He took the glass and handed it to Cullin. “Here you go. Drink this.”

      “Aside from destroying my home,” Cullin said, pushing away the glass. He was upset about the door and, more specifically, blowing up his door, but he had tired of the menacing politeness act years ago. It was a cliché in the world of diplomacy, and Weyland wasn’t bringing anything new to it. “What is it you want, Administrator Weyland?”

      The Administrator took a drink from the glass and handed it back to the soldier. “We are here to make sure that you and your family remain safe during this time of transition between our two planets, Mr. Decote. As you know, things are changing quite rapidly.”

      “Not for another 36 hours,” Cullin said. The treaty wouldn’t dissolve until then.

      Weyland smiled. “We figure better safe than sorry. You are an important man from your world, and there’s no telling what kind of dangerous element might seek to do you harm during these tumultuous times.”

      “Where is Gravitz?” Cullin asked.

      “Back in his office, I imagine. He’s a busy man these days with all the changes that are happening.”

      “He gave me assurances.”

      “Of course he did. That’s why we’re here. To ensure your safety.”

      “You blew up our house,” Natlia said.

      “Just the door,” Weyland clarified. “When you didn’t answer, I grew concerned that something had happened. I feel like I’m repeating myself an awful lot here. We can get you a new door.”

      Cullin examined the soldiers. He didn’t recognize the insignia on their sleeves, but they looked like regular army. That didn’t make him feel any better about having a squad of armed men in his living room. “Gravitz didn’t mention the military.”

      Conceding the point, Weyland smiled and nodded. “Things are rather fluid right now.” He became distracted by a piece of debris on his shoulder and brushed it away. “Taking back your independence can be a little messy. We didn’t want to be caught off guard.”

      “The Alliance has made no threats against your move for⁠—”

      Weyland rolled his eyes in the most dramatic fashion. When his gaze came to rest, it was on one of the soldiers. “Where is the child?”

      “No.” Natlia lurched forward. A soldier caught her and held her back.

      “There is no need to fret, Mrs. Decote. Your son will be fine. We just need to ensure his safety as well.” Weyland nodded and several of the soldiers moved into the back of the house to search for their son. “You two really should relax. How many times must I assure you? We are here for your protection.”

      The Administrator placed his hands behind his back and began to wander around the room. He strolled past a shelf containing some of their family photos. He picked one up and examined the image. “You really do have a beautiful family, Mr. Decote.” He turned the photo around. “You all look so happy here. Where was this photo taken?”

      The disingenuous familiarity was the most aggravating part of the menacingly polite routine. Just putting hands on his family’s picture sent a wave of rage pulsing through Cullin’s veins. The possibility of betrayal by a friend further enraged him. He tried to fight it back. The man he knew wouldn’t have let them down. He couldn’t have a hand in this. “I need to speak to Gravitz now. Just let me talk to him and we can sort this whole thing out.”

      Weyland set the photo back on the shelf and went to great pains to ensure it was properly aligned with the others. He adjusted it several times while responding. “I don’t think you understand, Mr. Decote. Mr. Gravitz sent me here. He was very concerned for your family.”

      “That makes no sense,” Cullin said, mostly to himself. He’d known the man for years. They were like family. Their families vacationed together. Their wives were best friends. “How could he do this?”

      “Because he’s a damned two-faced Sisyphus, that’s how.”

      The voice was heavily accented with a thick drawl, like it was coming from a silver-screen cowboy, and butchered the pronunciation of Sisyphus. It startled everyone, and the room turned with a collective start. The soldiers raised their weapons to cover the man. He was stocky, built solidly and had a swagger to match the cadence of his voice.

      The soldiers started barking orders. Weyland just smiled. The Administrator seemed fascinated by the stranger. The soldiers’ reactions, and even their weapons, weren’t enough to stop the man from speaking.

      “Hell, your old pal may have even meant what he said at one point, but that doesn’t stop him from saying something else when it suits him. These Miradians don’t know what loyalty is. They proved that the second they turned their back on the Alliance. They’re all a bunch of gotdamn traitors.” The man looked at Natlia and tipped a hat he wasn’t wearing. “Pardon the language, ma’am.”

      Weyland seemed amused by it all. “Now who might you be?”

      “Forgive me. The name is Vides. And I’m just one of your worst nightmares.”

      “Are you now?” Weyland asked with a laugh. “And where did you come from, Mr. Vides?”

      “Well, you see, when a mommy loves a daddy very much, they get together, have a few drinks, make a few mistakes and, a little while later, along comes a little baby Vides. Of course, that’s how it works on Earth. I’m not sure how you do things up here.”

      “Interesting. Why don’t you put your hands up and come join us?”

      “I don’t think so, Skippy. You see, I’ve got a job to do. I’ve been sent here by the Alliance to make sure our ambassador and his family make it safely back home during this unprecedented time of uncertainty.”

      Weyland smiled at this. Then he laughed. “Their safety is my concern as well. And I seem to have more men than you.” He gestured around the room to the soldiers who were beginning to inch closer to the stranger. “I have three times as many men in the courtyard.”

      A sick grin spread across the Earth cowboy’s face. “I didn’t come alone, Skippy.”

      “Sisyphus is the one pushing the boulder up the hill,” a young woman said as she startled everyone by appearing behind the soldiers. There was a lot of shifting of weapons back and forth until half the soldiers were covering the man and the other half, the woman. She continued, “Janus was the two-faced one.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Vides said. “I just wanted to call this guy a sissy of some kind.”

      Maybe it was her sudden appearance, or maybe they were distracted by her astonishing looks, but the soldiers allowed the woman to move freely across the room.

      “Everyone, I’d like you to meet someone,” Vides said as he took a seat. “This beautiful woman who is apparently the cat that’s got you all by the tongue is Priscilla. She’s my Genie. My girlfriend.”

      “I’m not his girlfriend,” she said.

      “Well, not yet,” Vides said. “But she is my backup.”

      The statement was enough to pull the soldiers from their trance. They began to laugh.

      It almost made Cullin laugh as well. The woman was gorgeous, but she didn’t look like much of a threat.

      Vides looked at Priscilla. “Are you going to let them laugh at you like that?”

      What followed was nothing short of amazing. The woman sprang across the room. No, Cullin thought, that wasn’t fair. She didn’t spring. She just was suddenly on the other side of the room and a soldier was flying over her head towards another one of Weyland’s men. It wasn’t until the third soldier was incapacitated that the others even began to react. Even then, it was difficult to get a bead on the woman. She moved impossibly fast. She appeared before or behind a soldier, struck and then moved away before the body hit the floor. Bones made noises he never knew were possible as she struck, twisted and wrenched limbs and necks. The sounds sank into his stomach and threatened to turn it.

      “Enough,” Weyland said.

      Weyland was the only one with enough presence of mind to move aside, and by the time the last solider hit the ground, he was standing behind Natlia with a pistol pointed at her temple.

      Cullin’s heart cried out to see his wife in such a position. His whole world, all of the worlds, had been turned upside down in the last few days, and now the one that mattered most was in jeopardy.

      The woman snapped one last wrist and turned to face the Miradian Administrator.

      “Very impressive, Ms. Genie. But the show is—” Blood poured from Weyland’s mouth instead of words.

      Vides appeared over his shoulder and took the gun from Weyland as the man’s eyes went wide. “Forgot about me, did ya? Yeah, she has that effect on people. She walks into a room and she’s all you can think about.”

      Natlia pulled herself from Weyland’s grasp as Vides let the body fall to the floor. She raced into Cullin’s embrace.

      The cowboy pointed at him. “Don’t let her scream.”

      Cullin put a hand on his wife. “She’s not a screamer.”

      “Are you sure?” Vides said with a wink.

      “How dare you!” the husband said.

      “Dammit,” Vides said, and slapped himself hard across the face. “I didn’t mean— That was a tic. Not a wink. I’ve got this thing. Happens at the damnedest times. I am just so embarrassed. Please forgive me, ma’am. I did not mean to imply that your husband wasn’t satis⁠—”

      “Blayse!” the young woman snapped. “Just stop.”

      “Right,” Vides said and shut his mouth. “Sorry. But it was a tic.”

      “Who are you people?” Natlia asked, exasperated. So many things had happened in such a short amount of time.

      “Allow me to properly introduce ourselves. I’m Commander Blayse Vides, leader of the Hell Drivers and general badass. And this is my associate and very hot girlfriend, Priscilla.”

      “I’m not your girlfriend,” Priscilla said.

      “Whatever makes you happy, Pris.” Vides said. “The powers that be obviously sensed the chemistry between us on our last mission and paired us to come and escort you and your family safely off this shithole of a planet and back to Earth. No offense, ma’am.”

      Natlia looked from Vides to the woman.

      “He was frozen. Now he’s not, and he talks too much.” Priscilla explained with a sigh. “But he’s right. We are here to see you safely back to Earth.”

      “How did you do all of that… stuff?” Natlia asked.

      “It’s not
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