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	The insistent beeping would continue until I got out of bed, and lifted up the receiver on the phone. I didn’t want to turn around to see the expression on Cliff’s face. I knew he was awake now, too, half-sitting up, anticipation on his face. Or was it dread?

	I squeezed the receiver in my hand, and punched in the code that would tell United World Defense Headquarters that I acknowledged and was responding. I sighed, then told Cliff in a voice that no matter how hard I tried still carried the slightest traces of an Irish brogue, “I gotta go.”

	“Jesus, Connor,” Cliff complained, “you just got back from a ten-month stint on Jupiter Six. I thought they’d give you a few months at least. You’ve only been home a week.”

	I hated it when Cliff whined. It was a particularly annoying trait he had, but I couldn’t say I blamed him this time. There was a part of me that felt like whining with him. “It might be nothing.” I shrugged, but even as the words came out of my mouth, I knew it was a lie. UWD never called me on that phone unless it was an emergency.

	Cliff was suddenly standing in front of me, watching intently as I pulled on my one-piece, form-fitting black suit, which had been made by the grace of nanotechnology. This suit allowed the soldier to blend into any environment. It could adapt to all kinds of temperatures, detect poisonous fumes and enable you to carry ten times the weight you normally could carry without feeling the effects.

	I stopped to look at myself in the mirror. I looked scary as hell with my skin-tight black suit stretched over a six-foot-four, muscular frame. With those big black boots and broad shoulders, it was enough to make poor civilians quake in their boots. Maybe I was saved by my black, wavy hair, which at the moment was, in defiance of regulations, curling on my collar, or my indigo blue eyes which people said made me look kind. Then again, with the helmet on, no one could see what was underneath.

	“Do you think you’ll have to leave immediately?” Cliff asked.

	“I don’t know,” I replied, meeting his eyes. I never knew, but I had to be prepared in case. I picked up the helmet. “I’ll call you as soon as I can.” I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. My heart was pounding in my chest, but it had nothing to do with Cliff. I always felt a rush whenever that phone rang, a mix of anticipation and excitement.

	There was a strained silence as I headed to the door. I turned around once and looked at him. “We may have to put off the ceremony, depending on—”

	“Don’t worry about it,” Cliff threw back, folding his arms across his chest. His voice was as cold as stone. “I’m used to it. Gives you a good excuse, doesn’t it?”

	I sighed, clutching the helmet. “I can’t help my job, Cliff.”

	“You’ve paid your dues with the interstellar forces. You could always leave.”

	“And do what?” I demanded, narrowing my eyes. “Goddamn it, Cliff, it’s not the time to argue with me now.” I hesitated, ever conscious that the car was waiting downstairs. I thought maybe Cliff would come over to me, hug me or something, but he didn’t. He turned his back instead.

	I sighed and left the room. This marriage thing had been a constant source of conflict between us. Cliff wanted to get married. I’d been less enthusiastic. I really didn’t know why. Finally, Cliff had worn me down. We’d already made the plans, set a date, and now this. As I made my way downstairs, I pushed it from my thoughts. I spotted the car waiting on the curb when I got outside, walked over and got in.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Inside the great halls of the UWD, I was greeted by Major Charles Dunn, a middle-aged armchair soldier with good family connections. He saluted me as I walked in the door. “Colonel MacMahon. How nice to see you again. How are you, Sir?”

	I saluted him back briefly. “Fine, and yourself?”

	“I’m well, and thank you for asking, Sir. The general is waiting in the Red Room, along with Lieutenant General Gibbons, and the major general.”

	“Red Room?” That meant something. Shit.

	“Follow me, Sir,” he said.

	I sighed, and began to make my way down the long corridor, glancing around at the photographs of high-ranking officers on the walls and catching the reflection my boots made each time I took a step on the super-polished, black and white ceramic floor tiles. I couldn’t help having a certain sense of dèjà vú. I’d made this very same walk just ten months ago.

	The major in front of me pushed open the two heavy oak doors, and stood aside to let me in. The room was silent as I walked down the aisle toward the front, where three grey-haired men sat silently. I saluted them each in turn.

	“At ease, Connor,” the general said. “No need to be formal here.”

	I placed my hands in front of me and widened my legs some.

	“Thank you for coming so promptly, Connor,” General Harding began. “I know you just came off a long haul on Jupiter Six. We were hoping to give you a little downtime.”

	I inclined my head. “I was hoping for that, too, Sir.”

	My comment was ignored.

	Lieutenant General Gibbons looked at the major general and said, “Well, should we get started then?”

	The major general, a younger man in his fifties stood up. I’d spent some time training under Major General Devine. He was a good man. Unlike the other two, he’d never hesitated to get into the trenches with his troops. He looked at the back of the room. “Can you bring up the pictures? Please, Connor, sit down.” He indicated a chair in front of him.

	As I walked over to take my seat, I looked curiously at the screen in front of me, which was projecting images of a strange planet I couldn’t remember seeing before.

	“Colonel, what you are about to hear in this room is highly classified information.”

	“Of course, Sir,” I said. It wouldn’t be the first time.

	“Sanctum,” he began, pointing to the screen, “a rocky planet which is hidden behind Jupiter, has been capable of sustaining life for at least three thousand years. It’s been inhabited since eighteen-hundred and seventy-five, almost two hundred years. Population is approximately one million.”

	The pictures clicked on and off, showing satellite images of Sanctum.

	“Sanctum is a very small planet, not much bigger than Earth. UWD discovered Sanctum shortly after our second conflict with Deino ended, around two thousand and twenty-three. At that time, Deino didn’t know of its existence. Sanctum has managed to remain a mystery for many years, and the people there asked us not to disclose their location. It was originally colonized by a man named Alexander Varek, who escaped from Deino when they began to follow the teachings of right wing prophet, The Father of Will.”

	I raised an eyebrow. The Father of Will was well known to Earthlings. Deino and Earth had already engaged in several interstellar battles. The Father of Will was the revered prophet of the Deino religion. The Deino strongly believed that their mission was to convert as many people as possible to the faith. I had fought the Deino more than once and was familiar with their culture, which was a strange mix of religious fever and militarism, but as for this planet of Sanctum, it was all new to me.

	Devine went on. “We have kept the existence of Sanctum secret, not only to protect it from our mutual enemy, but because if our own population knew about the nature of our relationship with Sanctum, it might cause undue panic.”

	I looked at the other two men.

	“You see, Connor,” General Harding began, “the atmosphere on Sanctum allows for the manufacturing of a very special compound. This compound, known as ATC, prevents Earth’s population from dying of toxic poisoning from the atmosphere.”

	My eyes widened. The scientists had informed the population that toxins in the air were under control. I had no idea that some substance produced on a planet I’d never heard of was keeping us alive. “How is... it... distributed?”

	“In our drinking water, and through our ventilation systems, heating systems... it can take many forms,” the General replied, looking somewhat ill at ease.

	“And what would happen if... if we could no longer obtain this substance?”

	“It is essential to our survival. Without it, we will die,” the General said. “Not only would the population of Earth be totally wiped out over the course of one hundred years, the deaths would be, let’s say... horrible.”

	I was speechless. I wanted to ask them why we had been lied to, but that would be a waste of breath. I tried to stifle my outrage, and pay attention to what was being said.

	“Sanctum trades the compound with us for many necessities.” Devine said. “We’re on very good terms with their leader, Handle Samson.”

	Gibbons spoke. “Colonel, we have a problem. As you can guess, the problem is with the Deino. They have discovered the existence of Sanctum and its location. Apparently, there was a defector from Sanctum who returned to his home planet. They also know about the ATC, and its purpose.”

	“I see,” I managed, my lips tight. This isn’t good.

	“Commander Syit of the Deino forces is attempting to invade Sanctum. They intend to wipe out the people, and confiscate the ATC. If they do this, Earth will be at their mercy.”

	“Lieutenant General,” I said, “how can the Deino rationalize the wiping out of an entire planet?”

	“Commander Syit has the backing of The Prophet of Will. As you already know, Colonel, the Deino acknowledge only one sexual union; the union between female and male. It’s the reason the first inhabitants of Sanctum fled Deino. Anyone found guilty of loving someone of the same sex was put to death. The population sees this planet as immoral. They intend to punish all the Deino defectors, who according to The Prophet of Will are subject still to its teachings. Sanctum is a colony made up primarily of same-sex couples, with a small heterosexual population among them.”

	I sucked in air audibly.

	“As you are already thinking, Connor, the religious rhetoric is just an excuse to get their hands on the ATC. It works nicely into their plans.”

	I nodded.

	“This is your mission,” General Harding said suddenly.

	I stood up. I could already guess.

	“I can’t stress how important this mission is. That’s why we could think of no one else but you to lead it, Connor. You are the best we have.”

	“Thank you, sir,” I said, recognizing a brownnose job when I heard it.

	“At zero six-hundred, you will brief your soldiers. A unit of five thousand will accompany you to Sanctum.”

	“Only five thousand?” I blinked.

	“You will remain with the ground forces, commanding the air forces from that position. An army under Major Manson has been engaging the enemy on the south side of Deino for several months now. We believed that we would be able to contain the Deino within their borders, but we’re losing the battle.”

	My heart felt heavy suddenly. I’d lost a lot of men and women on Jupiter Six. I could only imagine how many were dying on Deino. “Send me in to fight with Manson,” I said.

	“No. Your job is to protect the ATC. This is of the utmost importance, Colonel. Nothing supersedes it; not your soldiers, not you, and not the population of Sanctum. If the protection of Sanctum and the protection of the compound is doable, fine, if not, protect the compound,” Harding continued, meeting my eyes. “It’s only a matter of time until Sanctum is invaded. You must be there to protect the ATC. Meanwhile, we have scientists working around the clock to come up with an alternative compound. Is this clear?”

	“I understand, Sir.”

	“Your craft will be ready to go on launch fifteen, at zero six-hundred tomorrow.”

	“That soon, Sir?” I said without thinking.

	“A problem?”

	I shook my head. My heart sank. “No, Sir.”

	“Fine. All equipment and supplies are being loaded as we speak. I suggest you go home, say your goodbyes to your young man and be back here in time to brief your soldiers in a few hours. The cultural archivist will give you all the documents we have on the Sanctum culture. A word of caution, MacMahon. Not everyone will welcome the UWD troops with open arms. I hear tell of an independence movement starting some stupidity. It could be a rumour. Sniff it out, and if it exists, squash it.”

	“Yes, Sir,” I replied. I saluted each officer, and was ready to take my leave.

	“Be careful out there,” Devine said as I reached the door. I turned and nodded, then walked back to the car, which was waiting to take me home for a final goodbye.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Frankly, I
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