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			CHAPTER ONE

			From the Final Interrogation of Lieutenant Jander Mortas, Infantry, Human Defense Force:

			INTERROGATOR: You keep referring to the others as your platoon. There were only three of them. A platoon has more than three members.

			MORTAS: We were marooned together. We found water together. We stole food together, and we fought for our lives together. I was their lieutenant, and they were my platoon.

			INTERROGATOR: Except for one of them.

			MORTAS: No matter how many times you ask, I can only tell the truth one way. I had no idea Trent [Pause] the thing that was pretending to be Captain Amelia Trent [Pause] was an alien.

			INTERROGATOR: That’s convenient, considering you brought it to a Corps headquarters.

			MORTAS: You know, you talk pretty tough for a guy whose face I’ve never seen. How many times have you questioned me? How about sitting across from me just once?

			INTERROGATOR: You brought a previously unencountered alien entity to the Twelfth Corps main headquarters, an alien that had assumed the form of Captain Amelia Trent and was carrying a deadly plague virus. You had spent several days and nights in close proximity to the alien, and you still maintain you had no idea it wasn’t human.

			MORTAS: You ­people didn’t know either. Not until the two of us were locked inside those decon tubes. It took whatever scan you put us through before you figured out she wasn’t human, and you’re surprised I didn’t know she was a—­what did you call her?—­a previously unencountered alien entity.

			INTERROGATOR: There were no indications of any kind that a member of your party was an infiltrator working for the enemy?

			MORTAS: She saved me from a giant water snake that tried to eat me and Corporal Cranther. She took care of Gorman when his blisters were giving him holy hell, and after Cranther was killed she was my right hand the rest of the way. We wouldn’t have been able to steal the ship that got us off that planet without her, and she killed one of the Sim pilots herself. [Throat clearing] And when Gorman died, just after we took off, she convinced me it wasn’t my fault. [Pause] Not exactly the acts of an enemy.

			INTERROGATOR: You still don’t seem to understand that this alien was deceiving you the entire way, Lieutenant.

			MORTAS: She was more decent to me than anyone here has been. You kept me in that tube for hours even though I was injured and starving. Asking the same questions over and over and threatening to kill me. Maybe I should wonder if you’re human. Any of you.

			INTERROGATOR: We’ve given you food and medical attention. And we’re still trying to understand how it was that you brought an enemy to the main headquarters of the Glory Corps, a corps headquarters that was a closely kept secret until your arrival.

			MORTAS: I already answered that. Several times. Corporal Cranther knew where Glory Main was. [Pause] Except he just called it Main.

			INTERROGATOR: No Spartacan Scout would have been given that location.

			MORTAS: According to Cranther, Command loses track of the Spartacans all the time. He said you headquarters types basically forget you dropped them somewhere and that they have to find their own way back to safety. Knowing the location of the safe places helps, way out here.

			INTERROGATOR: So the alien had nothing to do with finding the headquarters?

			MORTAS: I already told you. Gorman was a mapmaker, a chartist. Cranther gave me the location of Glory Main, and I gave it to Gorman. He plugged the coordinates into the ship’s system, we got off that awful planet, [Pause] then he died.

			INTERROGATOR: Which left you and the alien.

			MORTAS: Not for long. You incinerated her right in front of me.

			INTERROGATOR: Am I detecting disapproval, Lieutenant?

			MORTAS: There were four of us at the start, and I managed to get one of them to Glory Main alive. You have no idea what we went through, the hunger, the walking, the Sims hunting us, how four complete strangers became a unit. How they became my platoon. That means Trent was the last member of my platoon. And you killed her.

			INTERROGATOR: She was an alien and an enemy.

			MORTAS: I didn’t know that. Don’t you get it? I thought she was Captain Amelia Trent, a Force psychoanalyst. I promised her I’d get her off that planet, that I’d get her to safety. I did it, too. And then I watched you pussies kill her by remote control, trapped in that tube. You killed the only remaining member of my platoon. You murdered my platoon.

			INTERROGATOR: You make no sense at all, Mortas.

			MORTAS: You murdered my platoon.

			End of transcription

			Lieutenant Jander Mortas gave off a small, forced grunt of exertion as he pushed his chest away from the floor. Completing the last push-­up in this particular set, he dropped to the cold surface with a long exhalation. He’d been alternating different kinds of push-­ups with an assortment of abdominal exercises, a workout designed for confined spaces like the one he now occupied. The cadre at Officer Basic had referred to this as a prison camp workout, but Mortas doubted they’d expected him to be practicing it in a Human Defense Force lockup.

			His current quarters were larger than his first cell had been, but that wasn’t saying much. The bunk in the other lockup had been too short to accommodate his six-­foot frame, a mattressless sheet of metal so hard that he might as well have been sleeping on the floor. That cell had been kept dark most of the time, but Mortas believed he’d spent only a ­couple of days there.

			Mortas was uncertain of the time frame because he’d awakened in his current accommodations with no idea how he got there. The dryness of his mouth and the fuzziness of his vision suggested he’d been drugged, and he suspected he’d been transported off the giant space rock that concealed the main headquarters of the Twelfth (“Glory”) Corps of the Human Defense Force. Glory Main was located a fantastic distance from Earth in a vast region of space known simply as the war zone, and he’d initially been carried there by mankind’s greatest technological achievement. Knowing how far the Step had already brought him, Mortas feared it could have been used to transport him an even greater distance.

			In other words, he could literally be anywhere.

			Though concerned that his captors intended to make good on their threat never to reveal that he’d returned to Force control alive, he was mildly encouraged by the way his surroundings had improved. The bunk in the new cell was long enough to stretch out on, and it even had a thin foam mattress and a blanket. He could take five long strides from the back wall before reaching the door, which was outfitted with hatches for the delivery of food and commands. Mortas could also turn the lights on and off, although he was sure that his guards—­a trio of military policemen who’d been his only human contact since his detention—­could override his decision if they wished. So far they’d shown no desire to interact with him beyond the most basic requirements of their job, and he took their refusal to engage in conversation as a potentially ominous sign.

			After all, they knew who Mortas was. Which meant they knew who his father was. And that meant they knew someone was going to pay a heavy penalty for this mistreatment if he was ever released. It was disconcerting to recognize that their behavior was exactly what Mortas would have expected from ­people who intended to claim never to have seen him.

			Coming to a sitting position, Mortas rotated his left shoulder as if trying to see if it still worked. He’d injured it while stealing the ship that had taken him and Trent—­the alien impersonating Trent—­to Glory Main, but it seemed fully healed. He grimaced slightly at the memory, the typhoon slap of wind that had tossed him through the air, the heat from the explosion, the pain when he’d landed on the joint. The terror and loss he’d felt upon rising, with flaming debris raining down around him in the darkness, seeing Trent and Gorman both felled by the blast that he’d set off as a distraction.

			Even now, knowing that Trent had not been Trent, he cringed at the mental image of what his diversion had done to the two of them. Gorman had already been badly injured, but the blast had peppered him with shrapnel, and Mortas believed that was what had ultimately killed him.

			The alien pretending to be Trent had been impaled by a flying splinter the size of a javelin, and if it had actually been Amelia Trent, she would have died on the spot. Instead it had pulled the spear from its side, claiming the wound was minor, and got them up and moving again, chasing the ship they were going to hijack.

			No matter how hard Mortas tried, it was impossible not to think of Trent and Gorman and Cranther in the long hours he now spent by himself. All of the terrible things they’d been through, how hard they’d fought to survive, and that he alone had lived. Although it felt like an extreme betrayal, Mortas had good reason to limit the recollections. He’d been questioned several times by the mocking, disembodied voice, and it was absolutely vital to stick to the story as he’d first told it. He hadn’t exactly lied yet, and even suspected that the voice didn’t know the right questions, but still it would have been far too easy to slip up.

			Mortas stood and began to jog in place, lightly because he was barefoot. He’d been given a pair of paper slippers that he wore when taken from the cell and when sleeping, but they were too slippery for the room’s smooth floor. His feet were still heavily callused from the days and nights of walking on the planet where they’d been marooned, which suggested that his captivity could be measured in days.

			He’d kept two crucial facts from his questioner so far, and was certain his fate would be sealed if either of them was uncovered. One secret would merely get him executed, while the other would probably get him scanned, examined, tortured, and then dissected.

			Now he mentally reviewed the most important things to remember if he wanted to keep the voice from discovering his secrets. The first one was simple enough, the omission of the fact that he and the others had encountered Force personnel on the enemy-­colonized planet. Those men had been the remnants of an assault battalion that had been defeated within minutes of arrival on the planet’s surface, their armored vehicles bogged down by a new enemy weapon that turned solid ground into mud.

			The only officer in that ragtag bunch had been an insane major named Shalley, a staff guy who’d wanted to use Mortas and his ­people as cannon fodder. They’d been saved from that fate by a sudden enemy attack on the ravine where Shalley and his ­people had been hiding, but Cranther had been mortally wounded during their escape. Mortas had altered the story so that the veteran scout had died in a chance encounter with the enemy. It had been hard to do that because Cranther had received his death wound after pulling Mortas out of the doomed fight in the choked ravine, when they had both been running away. He had carried the dying man a great distance after that, believing the two of them were alone.

			Major Shalley had somehow survived, pursuing Mortas in the belief that he and the other maroons had brought the enemy to the unit’s hiding place. Mortas could still see the maw of the Scorpion rifle pointed at his chest, enemy flares lighting up the night sky behind him, Shalley babbling his accusations. Cranther pouncing on the man, killing him with his fighting knife, but also ripping open his earlier wound and speeding his own demise. Mortas squeezed his eyes shut, blocking the tears that threatened to overflow, sure that he was under constant surveillance in the cell.

			In that self-­imposed darkness, Mortas remembered how Major Shalley had just started saying something about Trent when Cranther had killed him. It had been an accusation that Mortas now understood, that the female officer had spoken directly into the major’s mind when they’d been arguing back in the ravine. Shalley had been wrong to suspect that Mortas had led the enemy to his position, but he’d turned out to be right about Trent’s superhuman ability.

			Mortas shuddered at the second secret, the one he was sure would get him killed with no word to his father that he’d been recovered alive. The thing masquerading as Trent had been identified as an alien while trapped in a decontamination tube at Glory Main. Mortas had been locked in a duplicate tube only a few feet away, confused by the flashing lights and blaring alarms. The alien had locked eyes with him, knowing it was doomed, and somehow communicated directly into his brain just as Major Shalley had said.

			In only a few seconds, it had explained that the whole thing—­the crash landing on the barren planet, the seemingly random set of skills possessed by each of the four maroons, even Mortas’s status as a brand-­new lieutenant—­had been part of an elaborate ruse to get the alien inside a major headquarters.

			Collapsing under the mental assault, Mortas had seen images that only the alien could have witnessed. His own face, unconscious inside a transit tube on the ship that had been transporting him to his first combat assignment. Sedated for the multi-­Step journey and unaware that he’d been captured. Searing scenes of the torture the real Amelia Trent had undergone while the alien had penetrated her psyche in order to replace her. How the real Trent had fought the alien until it killed her. How the thing, trapped in the decontamination tube and knowing that its time was up, had asked Mortas to cry over it as he’d done for Cranther and Gorman.

			Mortas stopped jogging, surprised to be so winded and not willing to acknowledge that his elevated heart rate came from the dreadful recollection. From reliving that experience and the sensation of having had his mind completely taken over. From the certainty that he would never be released if his captors ever even suspected the truth of what had passed between him and the alien.

			As he’d done so many times before, when the images the thing had drilled into his mind jumped into his awareness, Mortas looked around the bare walls in search of something, anything, to occupy his attention.

			As usual there was nothing new to see, but his eyes locked onto the one open corner of the small room, near the door. The ceiling and the lights were far overhead, but he now noted the texture of the wall under its coat of light green paint. Rough and grainy when he inspected it up close, Mortas was surprised he hadn’t noticed that earlier.

			For no reason other than to give his mind something to do, he backed into the corner with his knees bent. Mortas wore a flimsy set of black pajamas, and felt the cold of the wall on his shoulders when he pressed his palms against the surface on either side. A delicate vibration tickled, a distant thrumming that made him wonder if his new cell was inside a spacecraft of some kind. Mortas extended his arms and was pleased to discover he could raise himself off the floor this way. Twisting his bare feet outward, he planted them against the opposite sides of the corner and tried to take some of the weight off his hands.

			Shinning up slowly now, enjoying the different view of the small room, Mortas was a yard or so off the ground when he abruptly slipped and dropped to the floor in a heap. It hurt just a bit, but Mortas experienced a thrill at finally having found something new to do, some kind of activity that was all his own. He imagined that Corporal Cranther could have gone straight up to the ceiling, a skill the dead man might have learned either as an orphan runaway on Celestia or as a Spartacan Scout. Cranther had been short and wiry, and the taller Mortas assumed the task would have been easier for him.

			Pondering Cranther’s size reminded Mortas of an ovular pile of smooth stones next to a gurgling river on a distant planet, and so he decided to think of something else.

			He awoke in the darkness for no reason at all, something that seemed to happen often. Although his meals were identifiable as breakfast, lunch, and dinner, Mortas suspected they were provided at random intervals to keep him from establishing a day/night routine. He tried anyway, turning off the light after consuming the dinner meal, but sleep was usually a long time coming and there was no way of telling how long he’d been unconscious when he woke up.

			This time Mortas had dreamt of the others, but nothing in that unconscious hallucination should have awakened him. They’d been walking across level terrain in the dark of night, the four of them side by side in a way that they’d never traveled in real life. Cranther had taught them how to move tactically, using the ground to conceal their presence when possible, but in the dream they’d been walking along as if they had nothing to fear in the surrounding gloom.

			Gorman, the pacifist, had been quietly telling a nice little story that Mortas had already forgotten, but it didn’t seem to matter. The dead man’s voice had been calm and comforting, just as Mortas remembered it, and he and Trent and Cranther had been enjoying whatever the chartist had been saying.

			Lying there in the dark, Mortas pulled the blanket up tighter around his neck, his fingers digging into the fabric. He suspected he was being watched, but the memory of the dream was so vivid that he could almost feel the presence of the other three and couldn’t keep from whispering the words aloud.

			“I miss you.”

			Mortas awoke with the symptoms that indicated he’d been drugged again, and slowly sat up. His latest cell was round, with the bunk in the center. Squinting, he decided that his new quarters resembled the inside of a large, cream-­colored drum. It was well lit and warm, and Mortas wondered if he was still dreaming.

			The room was large enough that ten paces wouldn’t take him across it, and the bed was its only furniture. He now saw that it was indeed a bed, with white sheets and a gold-­colored set of real covers, as opposed to the hard bunk and thin blankets of his previous accommodations.

			The drum’s curved walls were interrupted at regular intervals by unadorned columns that jutted out slightly. Those were gray, and he counted ten of them. The room’s door was also white, but all of a piece with no hatches for food trays or guards’ orders. His eyes coming into better focus, Mortas also detected a compression handle in one segment of the wall that he supposed led to a bathroom.

			Try as he might, it was impossible to view his new surroundings without believing he’d somehow passed an important milestone.

			Standing, Mortas noted that he now wore a sturdy set of green pajamas instead of the flimsy black ones that had been his uniform for so long. His feet were bare, but when he looked for the useless paper slippers he found something that made him catch his breath.

			A new pair of rubber-­soled exercise shoes had been placed at the foot of the bed, along with a set of athletic socks. Mortas grabbed one of the sneakers as if fearing it would somehow disappear, turning it over and over. Then, heedless of who might be observing him, he let his unadulterated joy spread across his face while pulling on the socks and the footwear. Mortas walked a few paces, enjoying the stretch and the bounce under his feet before striding quickly all the way around the cell.

			The freedom to move in that fashion was simply delicious, and after so close a confinement it felt as if he were flying.

			The athlete in him forced Mortas to warm up and even stretch, but he could hardly contain his excitement before he began to jog, then to run, actually running, around the perimeter of the room. It was intoxicating, the space and the light and the ability to enjoy it. He soon grew winded but didn’t stop, turning easily so that he was moving backward, bouncing gently and throwing light punches at the air. Mortas was still smiling when he came to a halt, panting, staring down at the miraculous shoes. Remembering how hard it had been, trying to shin up the corner of the last cell using nothing but bare feet. That made him smile even more, and he spoke aloud.

			“Well what do you know? All I had to do was start climbing the walls.”

			The ball was heavier than Mortas remembered, but he’d only played this particular game briefly, at Officer Basic. Stratactics Ball was a military invention, a constantly morphing competition that forced its players to develop game-­winning strategies along with player-­level tactics. That was how it had gotten its name, and he’d grown to enjoy it a lot.

			Also referred to as Sim Ball, the game was a product of the decades-­long war with an alien race that resembled humanity in so many ways that they’d been nicknamed the Sims. Battling for the habitable planets of distant solar systems, both sides had been forced to adjust their frames of reference to fit a war that spanned enormous regions of space, key locations that were constantly in motion, and enemy fleets that could appear almost out of nowhere.

			Stratactics Ball was played on an enclosed rectangular court of no set size. That was intentional, as the game’s limitless variations were designed to keep its players in a mode of uncertainty. The court where Mortas stood was probably forty yards long and twenty yards wide, with a ceiling ten yards over his head. He remembered that the side walls on the courts at Officer Basic had been transparent, with rows of seats rising away beyond the barriers. The walls on this one were all painted a dull gray that bore the smudges of past matches, and there was no audience that he could detect.

			Three round holes set side by side in the walls at either end of the court served as goals, each of them only marginally larger than the ball and too high for any normal human to reach unaided. Even as Mortas watched, the panels on one set of goals rearranged themselves. The two outside apertures had been open while the middle hole was closed, but now the two openings to his right were available while the one on his left was blocked. The goals would open and shut at unspecified intervals and in no set order throughout a game.

			Team size varied, but when there were more than twenty players a standard restriction kept half of them from crossing midcourt. Throwing the ball to a teammate was the only way to advance it, but the pass could include bounces off the walls, ceiling, and floor. Intercepting the ball or knocking down an enemy pass immediately switched the defenders over to offense, and vice versa. To keep the injuries to a minimum, a player was required to halt as soon as he or she had the ball.

			That is, until the ball passed a dashed line just a few yards short of the goals. This was known as the Close Contact Space, and it was the only part of the Stratactics arena where it was permissible to run with the ball or to tackle an opposing player. Some imaginative scoring techniques had developed over the years, including scrum-­like human pyramids over which the ballcarrier would charge in order to reach the requisite height to jam the sphere through an available opening.

			Preventing a goal was quite difficult because the holes were located behind defensive players who could be expected to pay more attention to the bodies rushing toward them than to the shifting apertures at their backs. The attackers could see which goals were open, and so the defenders were forced to come up with their own schemes for learning what was going on behind them.

			Regardless of their plans, both the defenders and the attackers could see successful strategies undone in an instant if the apertures rearranged themselves at the wrong moment. There was no time for celebration after a score, as the ball was literally shot back into play almost at once—­and from any one of the six goals. The projectile usually sailed the length of the court, rebounding wildly and causing a mad scramble.

			Command touted Stratactics Ball as one of the reasons the badly outnumbered humans had stemmed the advance of the relentless Sims. They cited the game’s complexity, unpredictability, and ferocity as being analogous to war in space. It was not lost on any of its players, officer or enlisted, that regardless of the strategy or tactics employed, gaining a victory usually hinged on a violent confrontation at close quarters with someone’s back to the wall.

			Remembering the spirited games in Officer Basic, Mortas walked a little closer to the two open goals and stopped. Even now, standing alone on a playing court as a prisoner of the armed force in which he served, he still obeyed the rules of the game. Faking a two-­handed bounce pass, he shifted the ball into his right hand and then heaved it sideways over his head. He’d grown skilled at hitting the target this way, and had been recruited to play on different teams because of that talent.

			The ball sailed through the stale air, seemingly on course, but its curved flight took it just far enough out of alignment that it whacked into the painted ring around the goal with a loud slap. It bounced twice before coming to a stop, and he had to walk over to retrieve it, feeling slightly disappointed that his skills could have eroded so quickly.

			Quickly? Although his ordeal on the barren planet had lasted several days and nights, Mortas had no idea how long he’d been in captivity. He looked around the empty court, still a little surprised to have been granted an unsupervised exercise period, and wondered who might be watching. The guard detail that had been with him for so long had disappeared in the last move, the one that had landed him in the round room with the real bed.

			His new accommodations even had a bathroom with a shower, and Mortas had spent a long time looking in the mirror. The face that had stared back at him was thinner than he remembered, with almost a wolflike cast to it, and he’d even detected the beginnings of a long, thin wrinkle across the skin of his young forehead. His dark hair had been cropped close during one of his transfers, and he’d remembered the bite of the burning embers that had landed on his scalp in the chaotic run across the enemy airstrip. Fortunately they’d left no scars.

			“Still me,” he’d remarked to the air before starting to wash his face.

			Once he’d cleaned up, Mortas had been given a fresh T-­shirt and athletic shorts to go with his new sneakers. Then a mildly friendly attendant had escorted him to a small mess hall where he’d eaten alone, after which he’d been offered the chance to exercise.

			Which had brought him to the Sim Ball court. Mortas had been seen by several ­people in the corridors, and he was still trying to decide if that was good or bad. He already knew that large numbers of Force personnel had been searching for him at one point—­befitting the missing son of Olech Mortas—­and so being seen by random ­people was encouraging. That is, unless he was so far from Earth and the settled planets that it didn’t matter who recognized him.

			The air in the large room had changed while he stood there thinking, and he caught a whiff of something harsh in his nostrils. Mortas shut his eyes and sniffed hard, once, then a second time with his head turned to the side. A heavy, undeniable odor, filled with dire connotations. Having been through numerous shipboard emergency drills, he knew that fire was one of the greatest hazards of space travel. The scent contained more than a hint of smoke.

			Mortas looked around quickly, trying to locate the source, his nose tipped upward and sniffing in loud, short inhalations. His eyes stopped abruptly when they detected the slightest shimmering movement from the two open goals facing him. He took a step forward, now identifying wispy gray tendrils wafting from the tops of both holes.

			The ball fell out of his hands and he was running, straight across the court toward the low door that mated perfectly with one of the court’s sidewalls. He was still two strides away when the noise came, making him jump because it was so loud, a mechanical slap that kept on coming. The alarm blasted at him from above, but he was still able to hear the emergency bolts shooting home on the only way out just as he reached the hatch.

			He slammed into it anyway, hoping to spring it, and bounced off painfully. A robot voice boomed at him now, rebounding off the insulated walls, telling him that there was a fire and that all personnel were to secure all hatches and prepare to battle the blaze wherever they were. He found himself standing at the door, beating on the material with both palms, shouting for help even as the air grew thick with the aroma of smoke.

			Mortas turned away from the unyielding exit to see that the open goals in the far wall were belching now, a cascading gray cloud that spewed forth and billowed toward the high ceiling. Tumbling, churning, thick with chemicals that were already poisoning the air.

			Without thinking, he was prone on the hard floor and trying to remember what to do. Recalling a voice telling him to hold a damp rag over his mouth and nostrils, he dragged his T-­shirt up over his nose. Not damp, but better than nothing. The alarm was still honking, so loud now that he couldn’t make out the words that accompanied it. His vision darted across the flat expanse, knowing that there was no other exit.

			His eyes began to smart, but Mortas hardly noticed because the floor beneath him was growing noticeably warmer. A grinding, machinelike rattling joined the booming siren, forcing him to bring his hands up over his ears. Crawling on his elbows, he dragged himself up against the wall near the door for no reason other than the desire to be close by if it miraculously opened.

			Looking up through watering eyes, a stench far fouler than ordinary smoke penetrating the shirt, he saw that a dark, roiling cloud had obscured the ceiling. A glance at the goals showed that all three were open, vomiting the noisome gas that was rapidly polluting an already-­dwindling amount of oxygen. He saw the forgotten ball moving on its own, its material swelling with the heat and rolling, lopsided and silly, out of his sight.

			The floor was actually hot now, and he sensed more than heard a long string of rippling burps that could only be the boiling of whatever was beneath him. His fingers pressed into his running, smarting eyes, and then a loud thud in the compartments below the court got him moving.

			Up now, one hand clapping the fabric over his nose while the other tried to shield his eyes, bent over because the smoke had come down so low. Kicking madly at the door, feeling no give at all, several steps back, then running forward to jump with both soles only to rebound and land painfully on his kidneys. Back on his feet, coughing, eyes turned to slits, crouching, then running toward the exit again, knowing it wouldn’t open, that the stinging in his feet wasn’t the pain from striking the door but the heat of the fire on which he stood, the gas swirling around him, running shoulder first into the hatch and dropping like a stone.

			The smoke was almost to the floor, the heat was everywhere, and Mortas realized with true terror that he had to abandon the room’s only exit. Fearing he’d never be able to find it again in the cloud, eyes forcing themselves shut, the shirt back up over his nose, Mortas crawled blindly across the surface in the vain hope of finding a patch where the fire wasn’t going to roast him.

			Mortas was lying on a lukewarm patch of floor, curled in a ball with his entire head inside the sweat-­soaked shirt, when a pair of hands roughly took hold of him. They pulled him to his feet, the shirt coming down to reveal that the room was being blown clear of the evil cloud and that the door stood wide open behind a tall figure holding him at arm’s length. His eyes were refusing to open fully, and his lungs were fighting to expel whatever was roughening them, but Mortas recognized the coal-­gray tunic of his father’s security detail.

			“Jan! Jan!” The hands, incredibly strong, had him by the upper arms and were shaking him even though he and the other man were the same height. Eyelids fluttering open just a crack as he recognized the voice but not believing it. “Jan, it’s me! Hugh Leeger! Do you know me?”

			Mortas shook his head to clear it, simultaneously relieved and angered by the dawning realization that the life-­threatening event had been a setup. He contorted his body, trying to break loose, recognizing the man who was the chief of his father’s security detail. The man who had practically raised him, from the day his mother died until the day he’d gone to boarding school. Big brother, surrogate father, coach, mentor, and friend.

			Mortas’s fists were flying without any instructions to do so, aiming for the face with the intent of doing real harm, but bouncing off Leeger’s expert parries instead. Then the hands were on him again, his body twisting, his center of gravity gone, and he was facedown on the floor with one arm behind his back bearing Leeger’s full weight.

			The familiar voice in his ear, gentle but not kind. “Amazing. No matter how old we both get, I can still pin you in one fall.”

			“Lean your head back, please.” The technician was short and pretty, with jet-­black hair piled under a barrette. She was also very nervous, and managed to run most of the eye drops down Mortas’s cheek. His eyes had been flushed out by a doctor who couldn’t wait to pass him on to someone else, and now he saw an amused look on Leeger’s face as the security man stepped closer.

			“I’ll do that.” He took the drops from the tech, and the woman was gone a grateful moment later. Mortas scowled up at him as Leeger pried his eyelids open and carefully squeezed a few drops from the bottle, not wasting any. “Everybody gets so scared whenever your father is in the area. I’ve never understood that.”

			Mortas blinked rapidly, lowering his chin. He was sitting on a shiny metal stool in a small examination room, and although his breathing had returned to normal, his eyes still stung. The nervous doctor had said he’d been dosed with a harmless irritant similar to riot gas, but the insides of his nose retained the odor from the smoke.

			“Where am I?”

			“Home.” Leeger returned to the small chair near the door and sat down smoothly. “Earth orbit. You might have had the shortest combat tour on record, Jan. This here is a Force research facility, for testing stress levels and physical readiness. That was a special Sim Ball court, in case you haven’t guessed. It’s rigged up to do all sorts of things to unsuspecting Force personnel.”

			“So why do it to me?”

			“Oh, you already know the answer to that. You were exposed to an alien life-­form we’ve never seen before, one that did things that none of our scientists can explain. Up until now everybody’s been focusing on why the Sims can’t reproduce and why they can’t form our syllables, but the appearance of that alien put all that stuff on the back burner.”

			“You didn’t answer me.”

			“Sure I did. Nobody knows what that thing was, how it could do the things it did, and what else it might have been able to do. We had to make sure you weren’t carrying a passenger, in other words. So creating a situation where you believed you were about to die was the only way we could be certain there wasn’t anything left of that thing hidden inside you.”

			“You didn’t seriously believe that, right?”

			Leeger leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Jan, the entire Human Defense Force went on alert because of that alien. Almost every Forcemember in the war zone has been put through the same type of scan that caught that thing, the one that showed it wasn’t human. That’s how seriously they’re treating this.”

			“What did they find?”

			The older man straightened up. “Nothing. Not a single sighting of anything like what you encountered. And it’s been weeks. To be honest, no one knows what to make of that.”

			“Weeks? I was locked up for weeks, and you knew about it?”

			Leeger’s lips parted in a disbelieving smile. “Son, you’ve been scanned in every way we know, several times, and they had one last look at your insides while you were enjoying the ambience of that Sim Ball court. It was the only way they were ever going to let your father come into contact with you, so I consider it a small price to pay.”

			“He’s here?”

			“His shuttle’s docking even as we speak. Command wouldn’t dare let the Chairman of the Emergency Senate on the same station with you until they were certain you were clean.” Leeger stood. “So if you’re done crying, let’s get you into a uniform, Lieutenant. And then go see your dad.”

			The dress uniform’s high collar seemed to bite into his throat as Mortas followed Leeger down the telescoping passage that joined the station to his father’s shuttle. He remembered sealing the crisp new suit in a protective case and hanging it in a closet at the Mortas home not long before, in preparation for shipping out. As an infantry lieutenant headed for a platoon in the war zone he would have had little need for such finery, and his thoughts briefly went to the filthy, torn fatigues he’d been wearing when he’d finally reached Glory Main.

			His left hand swung unnaturally, as if he were holding a small weight, and Mortas kept looking down at his university ring. That too had been placed in safekeeping before he shipped out, and he hadn’t expected to see it again for several years. If ever.

			The ship’s hatch was open when they reached the end of the umbilical, and even though he’d traveled on his father’s shuttle many times, he was still struck by its opulence. Perhaps it was the recent experience of being transported by standard military carriers, or maybe that he’d been locked up for several weeks, but the entire setup seemed grossly luxuriant.

			Imitation wood decorated the edges of the craft’s furnishings, and everything else appeared to be colored in rich cream. The crew contained no Human Defense Force personnel, instead consisting of carefully screened and highly trained members of Olech Mortas’s considerable retinue. Even so, they all sported uniforms that were quasi-­military, and Mortas found that it bothered him. Remembering now that he’d never felt fully at ease on this ship or with any of the more recent additions to his father’s coterie, suspicious that the too-­ready smiles were masks that these ­people probably practiced in mirrors.

			And then he was at the hatch leading to his father’s office, the traveling control room at the very top of humanity’s governmental apparatus. Despite the disorganization and inefficiency he’d encountered in the war zone, Mortas knew from personal witness that the multidecade conflict was directed by the man who sat beyond this hatch. Leeger ushered him in and shut the entrance behind him, and Mortas felt a twinge of the same apprehension he’d experienced whenever his interrogations had recommenced.

			A curtain hung before him now, intended to block prying eyes whenever the hatch was open, and Mortas took a deep breath before stepping through the drapes. It was exactly as he remembered it, a small room decorated with the same imitation wood, but festooned with electronic screens that currently displayed a variety of paintings depicting pastoral scenes of a bygone age. Many visitors to that office left without realizing that the screens had been arranged so that the Chairman of the Emergency Senate could view selected data or manage a crisis, all just by standing in the room’s center.

			The chairman sat facing the hatch with his back to the far bulkhead, behind a communications console that had always reminded Mortas of an old-­style organ he’d once seen in a church. He’d found it funny, imagining his father’s fingers dancing over the buttons and keyboards, directing the far-­flung machinations of his latest schemes while a sonorous dirge blasted from pipes made of lead, copper, and tin.

			A maestro more concerned with the activities of total strangers in distant solar systems than the two motherless children in his own home.

			The man behind the desk looked up from one of its screens and gave Mortas the same smile he’d seen in the passageways leading there. Olech came to his feet, wearing a tunic and pressed trousers of a rich fabric colored something between dark green and dark gray. It was cut in a military style, but that was fitting in the Chairman’s case because a single blood red bar was pinned to his chest, a decoration Mortas had known all his life.

			Earned by an Olech Mortas he had never known, a volunteer in the early years of the long war, aged only fifteen because the fight had been going so badly. The award represented ser­vice in a special army formed by a temporary waiver that had dropped the volunteer age to twelve. They were still revered decades later, because most of them had perished in the desperate but ultimately successful bid to reverse the seemingly endless string of Sim victories. Olech Mortas had been severely wounded after several weeks of combat that he routinely referred to—­humbly, of course—­as total chaos that had consumed the lives of better men—­better children—­than he. They were collectively known as the Unwavering, and in a private moment Olech had once admitted to his son that their minimal training and panicked commanders had been the main reasons why so few of them had returned.

			Olech was in his early fifties, but looked ten years younger. Matching Mortas’s six-­foot height and almost as lean as his twenty-­two-­year-­old son, the Chairman still sported a full head of hair that was gracefully changing from blond to silver. His daughter Ayliss had inherited the golden hair and the blue eyes, while her younger brother Jander had come into the world with their mother’s dark hair and eyes of the same color.

			His father maintained the smile as he approached, and when Olech extended his hand Mortas took it. The Chairman’s eyes bore straight into him, and when he spoke it was with mirth.

			“Didn’t expect to be seeing you so soon, Jan.”

			“—­and they kept me in a cell, interrogated me, told me nothing, and finally brought me here.” Mortas finished the long tale in the same even tone that his father always demanded. “Apparently someone thought I was possessed by a demon or something, so they put me through a fake shipboard fire where I thought I was going to die, just to see what would pop out of me.”

			“Station-­board.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Station-­board. You weren’t on a ship, so it couldn’t be a fake shipboard fire. And it was the only way I was ever going to get you back.”

			“Back?”

			The chairman misunderstood the barb, and began to nod. He’d resumed his place behind the desk, and Mortas was seated before him in a straight-­backed chair with no arms.

			“Yes. Back. I have to admit something here, Jan. I knew you’d go out there and give it your best, but I had no idea you’d developed such talents at bringing ­people together. I’ve read all the reports, and the way you got the other three maroons to work with you was impressive.” He paused, and Mortas prepared himself for a comment about his failure to spot the alien. “Especially Gorman.”

			Surprised by the words and unsure of where his father was going, Mortas decided to head him off. “Gorman was actually the easiest one to work with. He was a pacifist, Holy Whisper, and as long as we didn’t violate his principles, he pretty much went along with whatever we were doing. He also figured out what planet we were on without being asked, and with no instruments.”

			“That’s different from my experience. The representatives of the Holy Whisper that I’ve met seldom go along with anything. For some reason they don’t seem to trust me much.” He flashed the winning smile, and Mortas returned it in reflex. “But they sure like you.”

			“What?”

			“I showed them the footage of when you had just reached Glory Main, as you emerged from that hijacked Wren. You looked like you’d been fed through a meat grinder, but when you asked that Banshee commander if there was a special rite for Gorman’s remains, it really struck a chord with his ­people.”

			For an instant, Mortas was somewhere else. Listening to Ayliss, who had taught him early on to distrust their father completely. She’d been arguing against his decision to go to the war zone, and had warned him that whatever happened—­whether he lived or died—­Olech would use it to his advantage.

			“I wasn’t performing for an audience, Father. Gorman saved my life more than once. His religion was everything to him—­”

			“Exactly.” The words came out almost as a hiss, and Mortas saw the fire in the blue eyes that usually meant his father was about to propose something. “That’s what the Holy Whisper elders saw in that footage. I granted them access to a redacted copy of your report, and when they read how you’d accommodated Gorman’s beliefs, I sensed this could be a turning point.

			“I can’t tell you how proud I am of what you did there, Jan. And that’s why you’re going to be my new ambassador to Pacifica.”

			Even coming so close on the heels of his recent experiences, this was a bombshell. Mortas looked at the office carpet in order to digest what his father had just proposed, noticing the seal of the Emergency Senate woven into the gold fabric. The university ring on his finger regained its weight, and he recognized the genuine urge to accept the appointment. Raised a child of privilege, he’d always been afforded a certain deference from ­people who feared his father or hoped to get something from him. The assumption that he would regain that status after serving in the war was not new to him.

			Fresh memories of starvation, blisters, and far too many close brushes with death added weight to the argument to simply say yes. He’d come to like Gorman very much, and had cried unabashedly when the pacifist had died, so there would be nothing fraudulent about representing his father to Gorman’s ­people. Mortas had gone to the war zone with every intention of leading an infantry platoon in combat, and it was hardly his fault that he’d been captured by the enemy while in transit.

			Those thoughts brought up a different memory, Mortas’s earlier expectations of what it would be like when he returned from the war. Hopefully not badly wounded, but not having emerged unscathed. Tempered by the experience, but also having gained true knowledge of who he was at his very core.

			Mortas found his eyes on the red ribbon that adorned his father’s chest, and not by accident. A question came to mind.

			“You showed these Holy Whisper elders footage of me coming out of the Wren? With the alien right behind me?”

			“Of course not. I applied a little judicious editing, in keeping with security protocol. The Force in the war zone has been informed of the new threat, but for the time being, news of the alien and its capabilities has been restricted to those units and the highest levels of Command.”

			“The word’s going to get back, no matter what you do.”

			“I’ve got my ­people circulating a rumor to that effect already, but one so absurd that nobody’s going to know what to make of the real story when it eventually comes out. You’ll learn how to take proactive steps like that, once you’ve been a diplomat for a while.”

			“And what are ­people going to say when they find out that the son of the Chairman of the Emergency Senate brought this alien to a Corps headquarters in the war zone?”

			“The same thing that the rest of the Force thinks: you identified the alien when you reached safety, and it was destroyed because of you.”

			Mortas shook his head, allowing a wry smile onto his lips. As usual in matters involving their father, Ayliss had been spot-­on. No matter what happened to Mortas in the war, Olech would make a hero out of him.

			“I imagine you think you don’t like that story, Jan, but it beats the hell out of the truth. Maybe you don’t know this, but the Twelfth Corps commander moved Glory Main from that rock within days of having it compromised. You have any idea how long it took to create that base, and how much it cost?”

			“Yeah, Cranther said that the higher-­ups go to crazy lengths to protect themselves in the zone.” Remembering what happened when he and the alien had approached the dead space rock where Glory Main was concealed. “Did you know they had a secret weapon there, one that took control of our Wren and was going to crash it into the ground just so they could stay hidden?”

			“Of course. They even played me the transmission when you were about to crash, the one where you told them you’re my son and that I’d do terrible things to them if they killed you.”

			A knowing smirk tickled the corners of Olech’s mouth, and Mortas pretended not to notice. “They would have done it if I hadn’t used your name. I hadn’t mentioned it before. To anyone.”

			“Here’s my point: the rest of the Force thinks you’re a hero, but the Twelfth Corps leadership is mad as hell. They don’t want you back . . . although technically you never reported to them in the first place.”

			“There are other units out there. Plenty of platoons that need a lieutenant.”

			“Too many, I’m thinking.” The smirk was gone, and Mortas thought that he’d actually detected a look of fatherly concern. He couldn’t be certain, however, having never seen it before. He was about to speak when Olech’s face hardened.

			“If you insist on going back out there, I’m not going to stand in your way. You should know that one of the most difficult parts of my job is keeping the coalition together, and that the Holy Whisper is never far away from banning their young ­people from ser­vice.”

			The words sounded genuine enough, but Mortas had grown up with the other man’s excuses for his absences and couldn’t help wondering if this wasn’t more of the same. He was of use to his father at the moment, and so had temporarily gained his attention.

			“Gorman said they didn’t have a problem with serving as long as they didn’t participate in acts of violence. Seems like there’d be enough jobs they could hold without having grounds to quit the war.”

			“There are, but the elders are always looking for an excuse to sit out the whole conflict. Funny thing about the Whisper; in a lot of ways they’re just like any other coalition member. Sometimes they need to have their hands held, or to get some kind of special recognition. You know that Hab planet where you were marooned? We’re going to name it after Gorman. Calling it Roanum. That was his first name, right? Roan?”

			“Yes.”

			“That would be a nice message for the new ambassador to carry to Gorman’s ­people. Especially coming from the man who got him out of there.”

			Mortas’s eyes blinked quickly, as if trying to remove the mental image of Gorman’s bloody flight suit, punctured by shrapnel from the explosion that Mortas had set off. The picture disappeared, only to be replaced by the same man lying on the deck of the Wren after it had broken free of the hated planet’s orbit. Mortas holding Gorman’s hand, the alien holding the other one, both of them reciting the Holy Whisper prayer that the dying man had taught them much earlier.

			Imagining himself emerging from a different shuttle, an ambassador’s conveyance, to announce that the Chairman of the Emergency Senate had named the horrible planet of pain and loss after one of the men who had been killed there, in order to keep the dead man’s ­people in the war. The obscenity of it almost made him gag.

			“I’m sure your ambassador will do a good job delivering that message. Whoever he or she is.”

			Olech stared at him for a long moment, perhaps giving him the chance to reverse the decision, perhaps already calculating his next move. The blue eyes shifted away finally, and his father punched two or three buttons on the console with a look of weariness.

			“All right. Looks like Command will have to find you a new assignment.” Olech rose, but when Mortas started to do the same his father waved him back down. Coming around the desk, he took hold of a chair identical to Mortas’s and brought it close.

			“Jan, I’ve watched the video of you and the alien in the decontamination tubes. I’ve studied your reactions when the alien was identified, when it transposed into all those flying specks, all the way through to when it was incinerated.

			“I know you’ve kept this from
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