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      The girl with the liquorice-coloured curls sat at a desk in the second row. She chewed on the end of her pencil with her side teeth as her adult front teeth hadn’t grown in yet. Her 3D printed clothes marked her as a refugee from New Haven—someone who had fled when the bombs fell.

      She shifted her datapad on her desk as the teacher brought up a hologram depicting a figure-eight dotted with cyan points of light. The shimmering image extended until it filled the area above the students, forcing them all to tilt their chins up to see it.

      “The Loop is the reason our ancestors on the generation ships chose this system almost two-hundred and fifty years ago,” the teacher said, pointing at the hologram. “Each cyan dot represents a wormhole. All together, they form a network connecting a series of solar systems.”

      Molly pulled the pencil from her mouth and used it to scratch behind an ear, her glossy black hair bouncing with each movement. She frowned as she studied the loop of wormholes stretched through the air above her head.

      “But there’s a catch.” The teacher pointed at the line joining the dots. “The network is one way. If you don’t get off at the system you want, you need to go all the way around.”

      Molly put up her hand.

      “Yes, Molly,” said the teacher as he stopped in front of her desk.

      Her brows pulled together before she spoke. “But what about the wormholes that don’t fall on the figure eight?”

      “Good observation.” He strode back to the front of the class. “There are a few gates that we know of off the main loop. For example, Indigo Station and Rokan both sit at the end of off-Loop links.”

      Molly nodded and resumed chewing her pencil.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that the one?” Greer asked as he looked away from the video feed and at Major Zane, Rock 13-A5’s head of security. Her mono-brow and meaty hands suggested an unflattering throwback to Cro-Magnon genes. Zane lacked refinement—unlike Greer’s new boss, General Swa.

      “Molly Oswiu has displayed unexpected skills,” Zane said. 

      The woman sat way too close to him, but her office was tiny, leaving no other option. Greer shuttered. He could even smell the coffee on her breath.

      “You need to be more specific. The skills I’m looking for only manifest in less than one in a billion children.” Greer studied the classroom. Could that little girl really be what he was looking for? From his current point of view, Molly Oswiu seemed ordinary.

      The colourful artwork plastered across the wall didn’t hide the fact that the room had been repurposed from an adult space. Children were never supposed to be on the Protectorate’s secret base—yet here they were.

      “We’ve detected vibrations through the ground that originate from the girl’s quarters. She’s also had a few disagreements with classmates that have resulted in objects being moved.”

      Greer cocked his head. “What kind of objects?”

      “Stationary, shoes, food. Nothing big. And no one has gotten hurt.”

      “Have you sequenced her genetics?” Greer asked as he returned his attention to the feed.

      Zane frowned. “Her mother has not authorized us to. We can’t just do that to a civilian, let alone a child.”

      Greer pursed his lips as he focused the video feed on the little girl. According to the files, she had just turned seven—younger than he was hoping for. That could be a problem.

      “The girl’s mother…tell me about her.”

      “Veena Oswiu was a professor of mathematics at New Haven University. After the bombing our cryptography department recruited her.”

      “And the father?”

      “Hwicce Oswiu. He’s a soldier, currently deployed on Candy Cane Lane.”

      “Hmm.” Candy Cane Lane was the last active battlefield in the Protectorate’s war against the Nadar Alliance. 

      He zoomed the video tighter onto Molly. 

      The latest intelligence reports suggested the Nadar Alliance had figured out how to take people with abilities like Molly’s—that is, telekinetic tendencies—and turn them into super soldiers. Molly was the first person within the Protectorate who they’d found with even a hint of this kind of potential. 

      Why did she have to be so young?

      “Have you seen enough?” Zane’s gaze bored into him.

      Greer shifted his focus back to the screen. After months of hunting, Molly Oswiu was the best human candidate he’d found to be the Protectorate’s first super-soldier; he needed to overlook the fact she was a child, push away his misgivings and focus on the task he’d been assigned. If he accomplished it, the reward would be great, and his name would go down in the history books. 

      “Does anyone know how the gates work?” the teacher asked.

      The little girl in the classroom raised her hand once again. 

      “Yes, Molly?” 

      “A rock world holds each gate in its place. My mom says these worlds are extra heavy; she also says no one really knows how the system works or who built them.”

      Greer turned off the video feed and turned to Zane. “I need to take the girl with me.”

      The edges of Zane’s mouth pulled down. “Absolutely not. The Protectorate doesn’t kidnap children.” 

      “General Swa ordered me to reproduce the work the Nadar Alliance is doing on super soldiers. This girl is the key to that.” Greer shifted in his seat under Zane’s continued gaze.

      “Molly is too young to consent to being your lab experiment, and I’m certain her mother won’t on her daughter’s behalf.”

      “It’s for the good of us all,” Greer said. “According to the intel reports, the Nadar Alliance already has dozens of super soldiers. If they attacked here, there wouldn’t be a thing you and your team could do to stop it. We need to defend ourselves.”

      “The Rock is safe.” She leaned back and smoothed the indigo fabric of her uniform. “I’ve done as General Swa has ordered and shown you the girl, but I won’t condone you getting closer.”

      “My work cannot be completed without taking that girl to my lab.” Greer shifted in his seat, surprised a mere security chief seemed willing to contravene her commanding officer’s orders.

      Zane pointed to the door. “Get the hell out, and if I catch you going anywhere near that child, I’ll throw your ass in a cell.”

      Greer stood and left the office without a word. Zane wasn’t going to help him get what he needed; the woman was more of a goon than a strategic thinker. But if he didn’t produce a super-soldier for the Protectorate, General Swa would fire him and condemn him to obscurity. He couldn’t let that happen, even if it meant kidnaping a little girl.

      He strode through the hallways heading towards the tram station. The mostly empty utilitarian grey corridors gave him the space he needed to think. With the introduction of the GenEn protocols shortly after humans arrived in the area, no one was openly tweaking human genetics, yet Molly clearly had abilities beyond a normal human, and the Nadar Alliance had found dozens of others like her.

      As he arrived at the tram station, he paused. Swa was going to expect him to have a plan. He took inventory of what he knew. 

      Millions of humans passed through the gate systems each year, yet no one understood how the wormholes worked. On the surface, the radiation inside the gates appeared harmless to humans, yet both plants and insects showed rare mutations after passing through. If only their ancestors had thought to bring higher animals with them when they left Earth, he’d have better lab animals.

      As the tram rolled into the station, his thoughts went to Subject 33. He licked his lips; that specimen would be in his possession soon. Then there was the writing found carved into walls in caves on the anchor worlds. Most likely, the Gate Makers wrote those words before they vanished. Would decoding them give him the insight he needed to reproduce and augment the gates effects? Everything had to be related—he was sure of it.

      Without Molly Oswiu, his project couldn’t progress. But how would he get her? Zane was right on one point: kidnapping a child was distasteful. So he needed that little girl to show her true colours. Then for her safety and that of everyone on the Rock, she would be handed over to him and become Subject 34.
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      Hwicce hit the ground, the servos in his battle armour groaning from the impact. He sprinted behind a ticket booth made of simulated sandstone and dropped to one knee. Whirring fans whisked away the stench of his exertion as he paused to get his bearings. 

      A flashing green line showed him in his helmet’s heads-up display where he needed to go. Blue call signs marked the locations of all his platoon members. As his team landed around him, they spread out in the pre-planned formation, heading towards their objectives. 

      Creating a billow of dust, Baker landed off to his right. The brassy metallic coating to her armour glinted in the bright light. She raised her weapon and scanned their target: the gaudy casino in front of them. 

      “You good?” he asked.

      Keeping her gaze focused on their objective, she gave him a thumbs up. “I don’t see any movement, sir,” she said over a private channel.

      “Even though this is a routine sweep, stay sharp,” he broadcasted to his team. “I expect everyone to make it home in one piece.” Raising his pulse rifle, he shifted to get a view of the casino. “Sound off.”

      “Alpha squad is in place,” Dogan’s voice came over the comms. 

      “Bravo squad’s got the rear,” Fin said.

      “Charlie’s to the south,” Chang answered. 

      Hwicce confirmed their locations before he stood. Their cruisers above had already won the space battle, but a lot of work remained for ground troops like his platoon. Intel said to expect resistance from the multiple groups of Nader Alliance soldiers hiding in the area. 

      “Stick to the plan, everyone,” he transmitted. “Let me know the instant you spot enemy movement.”

      As he started moving forward, he glanced to his right. Baker stayed right with him—as always. He’d never admit it, but her presence was a relief. Even in the chaos of battle, she remained predictable and solid. Confident she had his back, Hwicce let his eyes follow the green line of his projected path.

      Dead ahead, the Pharaoh Casino rose from the ground in the shape of a pyramid. The travel brochures declared it as true to the original down to the simulated sandstone blocks covered with glittering gold decorations. Staring at the monument to gambling, Hwicce remained sceptical that the people of Old Earth had ever built anything that tacky. Fortunately, his display didn’t show any enemy forces in view.   

      He and Baker passed two bird-headed, human-bodied statues constructed from the same simulated sandstone as the ticket booth. His head didn’t reach past their shins. He could’ve just stepped into one of the historical vids his daughter loved—except for the flashing neon lights visible even in the midday sun advising massive jackpots.

      “I thought they shut this place down,” Baker said on their private channel. 

      “If it’s this tacky under minimal power, I can’t imagine how awful it’d look on full.” He paused to confirm his platoon was in position.

      Baker snorted. “Maybe the bright lights are to dazzle the patrons into parting with more cash.”

      With a chuckle, Hwicce continued forward, his eyes on their target. 

      The bright sunlight made the oversized entrance to the casino appear dark. He did a quick IR scan to make sure no one waited for them inside.

      “Sir.” It was Chang. Hwicce checked, and she was off to his left around the side of the structure. “There’s movement at the west door. We spotted a group of Rokan soldiers entering.”

      Hwicce paused. The Rokan were among the plethora of groups that loosely made up the Nader Alliance military. Rokan soldiers didn’t wear combat armour, instead hiding their faces behind goggles and respirators. They moved unnervingly fast, showing up when least expected. 

      “How many?”

      “Five.” Chang spoke with the certainty of someone who’d survived many battles.

      “Roger that,” Hwicce replied. “Everyone, stay alert. We now know for sure there are enemy troops inside.”

      “Covering.” Baker dropped to one knee.

      Hwicce sprinted as fast as his suit would go until he reached the gaping entrance. Up close, the building loomed overhead, nearly blotting out the sun, but his suit quickly adjusted to the lower light levels. He reminded himself the mission was just a routine sweep—the enemy had already surrendered; their goal was to just round up the few remaining soldiers who hadn’t gotten the message. 

      He kept his body relaxed as he dropped to one knee beside a pillar of faux stone. Keeping his rifle sights on the dark interior, he said, “Covering.”

      Baker darted forward and behind the pillar on the other side of the entrance.

      Resetting his display filters for the interior lighting, Hwicce rose and made his way around the pillar. Inside, the ornate atrium complete with palm trees and rectangular pond appeared empty. Further in, rows of old-school slot machines extended in multiple lines. The metal machines blocked his IR scanner, creating infinite hiding spaces. The enemy could be anywhere.

      “They’re on the run,” he reminded himself without activating his comms. He kept his thoughts from descending into the worst-case scenarios and forced himself to stay focused on the moment.

      “Contact!” Fin shouted into the comms link. “The bloody Rokan got behind us. Fucking mutants!” 

      Weapon fire sounded from the drop zone. 

      “Dammit.” Hwicce turned away from the casino’s entrance and started sprinting towards Fin. Baker followed close behind.

      The bird-headed statue on the right disintegrated. A millisecond later, the concussion hit him, tossing him backwards and against the casino’s wall. For a moment, his heads-up display shorted out. His mind raced through possibilities. Was it an unexploded bomb? A mine? Grenade? After a glitch, his display of tactical information returned. Red dots indicated some of his soldiers were down.

      “Crap!” Hwicce pushed the rubble off and started moving towards the firefight. “Baker,” he called as he lifted his rifle and looked down the sights. “Where are you?”

      The air thirty metres in front of him seemed to swirl as though heat was rising off the pavers. Then a woman appeared squinting in the bright sunlight without goggles and a respirator. Her pale face was exposed—meaning she wasn’t Rokan. A web of some sort covered her shaved head like a cap. Dark cloth cloaked the rest of her, and she didn’t appear armed. 

      Hwicce didn’t see her move, but suddenly, she stood directly in front of him. Her movement seemed impossible, but she didn’t seem threatening. Hwicce decided she wasn’t a combatant and lowered his weapon.

      “Get down.” He gestured towards the ground. He ran a diagnostic routine on his display. The visual band seemed to be glitching; maybe that’s how he missed seeing her move. “It’s not safe out here.”

      She ignored his instruction. Instead, she cocked her head, but her expression remained blank. She’d clearly heard him. Maybe she was shell-shocked.

      “Are you lost?” Hwicce took a step closer to her. She would be in the line of fire if she stayed out here. “It’s dangerous⁠—” 

      With her palm, she struck the chest plate of his armour. He flew backwards with enough force to send him through the casino’s wall.

      As Hwicce scrambled to his feet, the alarms in his armour started sounding. Chest plate integrity down 13%, right rear proximity sensor off-line, servos in both knees near failure. He’d owe the suit techs when he got back to base, but he couldn’t worry about that right now.

      “Baker?” His heads-up display flickered, then went dark, leaving him with no idea where anyone was. At least he could still see through the clear surface of his visor. “Baker?”

      He was inside the casino now. Other than a Hwicce-in-full-battle-armour-sized hole in the wall, his surroundings were pristine. He glanced back towards the entrance, hoping to see Baker. Instead, the un-armoured woman stood silhouetted in the light.

      “Dammit.” He pulled up his rifle and fired, this time without hesitation. Bolts of light flew towards his adversary. 

      She shimmered and vanished; he’d missed her. Intel had said there would be a new group of super-soldiers on the field. They failed to mention anything about teleportation. How was that even possible? Her bare face confirmed she wasn’t Rokan, and even though Rokan were reported to move fast, it was not like this. Other than the cap, the woman didn’t appear to be carrying much technology. 

      “Crap!” The woman was gone before he’d managed to get many sensor readings off her.

      With a squelch, Hwicce’s comms link returned to life. 

      “We’ve beaten them back,” Fin transmitted.

      “Everyone okay?” He turned to look for either Baker or the mystery woman.

      “Just some dented armour,” Fin responded. 

      “Good. Be warned: there’s at least one super soldier in the area. She appears unarmed, but she’s still dangerous.” Hwicce swallowed. He seemed to be all alone in the casino’s foyer. Where was Baker? “Can you pick up my location?”

      “Got you, sir.” 

      “I can’t locate Baker. I need backup.”

      “We’re on our way.” Fin sounded confident.

      “Stay sharp. The super soldier I encountered can teleport.”

      Hwicce re-booted his battle computer, but the heads-up display didn’t fully come on, just the IR. At least he was no longer as blind. 

      Turning, he surveyed the casino. The slot machines limited what he could pick up, but a heat signature shone from deeper inside. He couldn’t tell if it was Baker or the enemy. Using the cover of slot machines, he advanced. He knew he should wait for backup, but he kept going anyway, worried that Baker needed his help.

      With his pulse-rifle at the ready, he circled around slot machine after slot machine. More heat signatures came into view up ahead, but he maintained his slow and steady advance.

      “Baker,” he called again on the comms. 

      The now-familiar shimmer materialized ten metres ahead. He aimed and squeezed the trigger just as the woman appeared. She vanished before being struck.

      “Crap!” 

      His left-rear proximity alarm went off. He swung around, but his failing armour slowed him. With bare hands, the woman struck his left side, sending him flying a second time. 

      He skidded into a row of slot machines, causing them to cascade like dominos as he tumbled over top of them. On the other side, he rolled across the floor, only stopping when he slammed into the base of a bar. The power to his armour failed, and its weight made him slump to the side. He re-booted the armour, and to his surprise, it powered back up. But another blow like that, and he might not get lucky a second time. 

      Swallowing, he tried to focus on the world beyond his display. Who was that woman? And where was she now? As though summoned, the woman appeared in front of him.

      “Captain Oswiu.” His comms link to command crackled to life. “We have reports of super soldiers in your area. It’s imperative that you capture one of them.”

      He frowned. As usual, the staff officers working in command had no idea what it was like on the ground. The super-soldier before him remained where she was, staring at him—but she hadn’t resumed her attack.

      “Acknowledged,” he said before cutting the line. 

      His rifle had broken free of his armour, and he didn’t know where it was. He was unarmed and uncertain how long until backup would arrive. He gulped, trying to force his fear down. With his eyes fixed on the woman standing a few paces in front of him, he pushed himself up to his feet, expecting his armour to fail at any moment. 

      She took a step back and just stared at him.

      “I won’t hurt you. I just want to talk,” he said. “Who are you?”

      She froze, then cocked her head. “I don’t know,” she whispered. She scratched her cheek and squished her eyebrows together.

      “I’m Hwicce.” He opened the faceplate to his helmet, and the warm air of the casino dried the sweat on his brow almost instantly. 

      The woman met his gaze, her dark eyes boring into him. She said nothing. On the surface, she appeared to be an ordinary human—but clearly, she was much more. 

      “Where are you from?” he asked, keeping his tone as friendly as he could. Maybe her origin would give him some clues—the rumoured Nadar super soldiers had to be from somewhere. Intel said they were most likely a further tweak on people whose ancestors had already been genetically altered.

      When the generation ships arrived, some people colonized hostile worlds where tweaking their descendant’s genes made sense. Only later did they discover how wrong that idea was. If the super soldier wasn’t a descendent of one of those strains, maybe she was a throwback like Molly... 

      He pushed the thought of his daughter away and focused on the woman in front of him.

      After staring up at the ceiling for a moment, she glanced around at her surroundings. It was almost as though she was genuinely surprised to be where she was. “Where am I?”

      “In the Pharaoh Casino on Candy Cane Lane.” Hwicce took in a deep breath. Maybe he could talk her into coming with him.

      Her eyes fixed on him again. “I don’t understand.” She gestured at the toppled slot machines and once opulent Egyptian-themed space. “None of this makes any sense.”

      “You’re right. None of this makes sense.” Keeping his empty palms in sight, he stepped closer, stopping an arm’s length away. “Why don’t you come with me? I can take you somewhere safe.”

      Baker popped out from behind a nearby slot machine and fired two blasts at the woman. Before Hwicce could react, the woman vanished.

      “Dammit, Baker!” He spun around to see if the woman would reappear. “I’d almost convinced her to come peacefully.”

      “Can’t you even be slightly happy I just saved your life?” Baker walked closer and tossed him his weapon. “Sir.”

      “Well, I’m glad you aren’t dead—that has to count for something.” Hwicce closed his faceplate and scanned the area on IR. The human heat signatures he’d spotted earlier were still there. “Seriously, I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Baker shrugged, a gesture made comical by the combat armour. “Just a minor setback.”

      “Our orders are to bring in that woman.” Hwicce continued surveying the casino, expecting the mysterious woman to materialize at any moment.

      “How are we going to imprison someone who can teleport?”

      It was Hwicce’s turn to shrug. “If we catch her, I vote we hand her off to intel as quick as we can.” He focused on the IR reading deeper in the building. It was the best lead he had. “Follow me.”

      “Hell, sir, I’m always willing to follow you.” Baker’s words dripped with her usual sarcasm.

      Hwicce groaned and led the way to the back of the casino. They passed through a series of corridors lined with faux hieroglyphics before reaching a ballroom filled with gilded tables and chairs. No windows meant the only illumination came from the emergency lighting. 

      Sticking close to the walls, the two of them circled the room—their IR sensors said it was empty. 

      “Where did she go?” Hwicce muttered under his breath.

      “Don’t know, sir.” Baker continued to follow close behind. “That monster had skills.”

      Hwicce glanced up at the dark ceiling, then back where they came from. “I’m not convinced she’s a monster.”

      “She threw you through a wall.” Baker’s tone was flat.

      “Keep moving, soldier,” he grumbled as they reached the doors that could only lead to the kitchen. The IR signature wasn’t far now.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He paused and checked in with the rest of his troops. Everyone was okay, and they weren’t far behind.

      “Moving,” he said as he hit the door release.

      “Covering.” Baker took up position beside the doorframe, pointing the barrel of her weapon at the door.

      As the door slid open, an automatic light came on in the room beyond. It was a kitchen—a massive industrial one. His armour’s augmented hearing picked up a click from a far door closing. 

      “They’re running for it.” He broke into a sprint.

      “Wait up, sir.” Baker fell in behind him. “Blindly storming a building is normally my thing.”

      “I trust you’ll cover me,” Hwicce said as he continued through the doorway, hoping to glimpse the augmented woman from before. They entered a service hallway, the overdone decor now replaced by beige walls and dim overhead lights.

      Someone far ahead darted into a side room.

      “Stop!” His voice boomed in the confined space as he stormed after his quarry.

      With a crunch, his armoured shoulder smashed the doorframe as he rushed through. As pieces of doorframe tumbled to the ground, he pulled up his weapon and activated the sights. Then his breath caught in his throat.

      His wife and daughter cowered before him. Veena held Molly tight as if her flesh could protect their daughter. She looked up at her husband with accusation in her eyes. Hwicce’s hands trembled, and he lowered his rifle.

      “Huh, some non-combatants.” Baker followed him into the storeroom.

      “They....” His words trailed off as he squeezed his eyes shut, knowing what he just saw was impossible. 

      “Good thing you didn’t shoot first.” Baker’s tone edged on inappropriate humour. 

      Hwicce opened his eyes; it wasn’t his family. Instead, a greenie woman dressed like a hotel attendant stood before him. She pushed her child behind her. Light from the hallway illuminated her green-hued skin. She said nothing, just stared at them.

      “I’m sorry if I scared you,” he said to her. “You two need to go to the refugee camp; you’ll be safe there. I can arrange an escort for you.”

      The mother shook her head but said nothing as she took her child by the hand and filed out of the storeroom. The two of them looked nothing like his family—but they were someone’s family and deserved to be safe.

      “Baker, let the rest of the platoon know some non-combatants are on their way out.

      “Yes, sir.” 

      He bit his lip as he watched the mother and child go. He’d been away fighting when the bombs fell on New Haven. Had Veena and Molly been forced to hide like those two? What had they gone through? He should’ve been there to help or at least been there to comfort them after. He swallowed a lump in his throat. In the five months since the bombing, he hadn’t even managed to get enough leave to see them in person.

      Baker slapped his armour on the shoulder. “Yo, sir! You zoning out or something? Chang’s calling you.”

      “Right.” Hwicce shook his head. He needed to focus. “Chang, go ahead.”

      “We bagged three Rokan,” she said with an edge of excitement in her voice. “Including one of the purple cloaks.”

      They weren’t super-soldiers, but the Rokan might have useful intel. “Right, package them up. Take care with the purple cloak; they can twist your thoughts.”

      “On it. Chang out.”
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      Orin Akton wrung his hands together as he stood before the massive desk. The pounding behind his left eye suggested an impending migraine. He struggled to keep a grimace from his face as he stared at General Swa, the Coordinator of Information for the Protectorate’s military.

      He hadn’t been invited to sit and knew better than to assume he could. The military facility within the hollowed-out asteroid of Rock 13-A5 was her domain, and she made sure no one forgot it. The gold trim on her indigo uniform glinted in the low light of her office, casting sinister reflections on her skin. He swallowed. Even though he’d been the head of the decryption department for almost a year, coming into his boss’ office still intimidated him.

      “Dr. Oswiu’s analysis turned out to be correct.” Swa leaned back in her chair behind the desk.

      Orin shifted his weight as her gaze fell on him. He said nothing.

      “You might as well call it for what it is,” Dr. Greer said from his seat beside the wall of windows. He adjusted his jacket as he spoke as though he wanted everyone to notice the expensive garment. Orin wondered why Greer was in the room—or even on the Rock. Although he reported to Swa, Greer ran a top-secret research lab in a different system, a location so classified, Orin had no idea where it was. 

      Swa shifted her attention and scowled at Greer. “Remember, you’re only an observer here.”

      “Dr. Veena Oswiu’s analysis won us the war,” Greer said, ignoring Swa’s warning. He leaned forward and focused on Orin. “I’m curious how she broke the code.”

      “The messages were double encrypted. Veena used⁠—”

      Swa cut Orin off with a wave of her hand. “I don’t need the details.” She stood and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling windows that filled one entire wall of the oversized room. Outside, the shield gate aperture glinted under the system’s far-off sun. The shield gate sealed the entrance to the cavern, keeping them safe from intruders—like the bombers that struck his home on New Haven. A small aperture allowed in authorized shuttles. Bigger ships docked outside.

      “Do you trust Dr. Oswiu’s analysis?” Swa’s gaze bore into him.

      Orin took a moment to compose himself. Even though the circumstances behind bringing Veena into his department had been difficult on her, she remained the best codebreaker he’d ever worked with. His gut feeling was to trust her.

      “Absolutely,” he said. 

      “She has given me reason for concern.” General Swa returned to her seat behind her oversized desk. She projected Veena’s file into the air between the two of them. He’d seen it before. Her past contained nothing shocking. She’d been an ordinary mathematician working at an ordinary university, married to a military officer with whom she had a daughter.

      Orin shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I’ve been through her file.”

      “Well, it seems you didn’t dig deep enough.” With her left hand, Swa swiped another page of information, replacing what was there. “Here’s her communication with her husband.”

      The sight of Veena’s personal letters made Orin’s stomach roll. The fact Swa had them wasn’t right. “That should be private.” 

      “The Overwatch AIs check everything that passes to our troops on the front line.” She pursed her lips and stared at him with her dark eyes. “The two of them exchange ridiculously long love letters filled with cumbersome passages that leave me wanting to vomit.”

      Orin shrugged. “Perhaps they’re just terrible poets.”

      “Or perhaps they’re sending encrypted messages back and forth.”

      He said nothing. Swa was probably right, but he still believed he could trust Veena. What couple wouldn’t want to ensure their conversations were private? It wasn’t a sign of anything nefarious.

      “My people can’t break the code.” She frowned. 

      Orin shifted on his feet. Up until that moment, he’d thought his team contained the only codebreakers around. 

      Swa leaned back in her chair. “It seems your best code breaker also excels at cryptography.” 

      “That was her research focus at New Haven university.” Orin grimaced; he’d gone too far—Swa hated when anyone talked back at her.

      A scowl spread across her face. “What information could she possibly be sending to her husband?”

      Orin opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again. What would she send? His mind raced as he tried to come up with what they might be sending that needed to be secret. Swa’s tapping of her fingernail on the desk surface brought him back to the moment.

      “Both her record and her husband’s record are beyond repute. They’re an honourable pair.”

      Swa raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      Orin swallowed. He’d fallen into her trap.

      “She has an encrypted account on the DeepNet.”

      “What?” That didn’t sound like the Veena he knew. The DeepNet was for illicit activities and wacko conspiracists. “That can’t be right.”

      “She accessed it last night.” Swa leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. Her gaze continued to bore into Orin.

      He took a deep breath. As intimidating as Swa was, she wasn’t all-powerful. He could steer the conversation back onto familiar ground. 

      “Veena walked me through how she decrypted the messages,” he said to turn the conversation back to the message contents. “Since her husband’s unit is at Candy Cane Lane, I believe she was highly motivated to ensure her decryption was correct.”

      “Fine.” Swa leaned forward and scrolled through the message again. “But did she pass on all the information in the messages?”

      “I want to know more about the ‘lab subjects’ referred to in the correspondence from Vortex View,” Greer cut in.

      “Can you clarify what these ‘lab subjects’ are?” Orin asked. The tactical information in the messages had made sense, but the references to ‘lab subjects’ had seemed out of place—almost another level of encryption.

      “That’s well above your pay grade.” Swa steepled her fingers together. “What Dr. Greer is asking is if all the information on these subjects was included in the report.”

      “Yes,” Orin said. “I double-checked all of Veena’s work.”

      Swa fixed her gaze on Greer. “Does that answer your question?” She raised an eyebrow as though daring the scientist to ask more. 

      “I expect there’ll be firsthand reports from the soldiers on Candy Cane Lane.” Greer stood and paced over to Orin but kept his gaze on Swa. “About that task…”

      “I’m getting there,” she said, waving Greer back to the seat by the windows. 

      Greer clasped his hands behind his back and stayed where he was. Swa narrowed her eyes at him, then focused on Orin.

      “Due to Veena’s DeepNet activity, I have no choice but to shut down all personal net access for your team until further notice.”

      Orin pursed his lips. His people were going to hate that; they were already far away from their homes, for those whose homes still existed.

      “Give them until the morning. With the news of victory, everyone is going to want to reach out to their loved ones.” Orin swallowed. Everyone except him. He didn’t have anyone to reach out to. The woman he loved more than anything was gone. 

      Swa cocked her head as she studied him. “At midnight, personal net access will be cut.”

      “Thank you,” Orin said.

      “You need to keep better tabs on your people,” Swa continued, oblivious to Orin’s pain.

      “Of course.”

      “Now, to Dr. Greer’s task…” Swa stood and paced over to the windows. “We found some encoded data. I want Veena to work on decrypting it. I’ll need you to prioritize it over all her other work.”

      “What kind of data?” 

      “It’s highly classified.”

      Orin sighed. Declaring things classified seemed a common tactic Swa followed when more information would be useful. “I’ll advise Veena that a new assignment is coming her way.”

      “Good.” She turned her attention to the view out the window. “You’re both dismissed.”

      Without another word, Orin left the office, and Greer followed close behind.

      “Akton,” Greer called, and Orin turned. The two of them were alone in the foyer outside Swa’s office. “I’ll send the files directly to Dr. Oswiu in the morning. I suspect victory celebrations will fill up everyone’s evening.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be ready,” Orin said.

      Greer paced forward. In the bright light, his meticulous attention to his own grooming and attire seemed out of place for a military scientist. “I hear she has a young daughter.”

      “Yes.” Orin raised an eyebrow as he stared at the other man. “Many of the staff here have children with them. It does not impact their work.”

      “Of course it doesn’t.” Greer moved closer than Orin was comfortable and leaned in, lowering his voice. “Now, have you met Veena’s girl? What did you notice about her?” 

      Orin took a step away. “I’ve seen her playing with the other kids in the barrack module. She’s just an ordinary kid.” 

      “Hmmm…” Greer turned and strode off down the corridor.Orin waited until Greer was out of sight, then headed the opposite way to the tram station. 
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        * * *

      

      On the tram back to his office, Orin sat alone in a row at the back of the car. A handful of staff officers boarded after him, but they clustered around the door, chatting in excited tones about the victory party to come. No one even glanced Orin’s way. 

      Picking up speed, the tram circled the command module—a place he could only go when invited. On the other side, Orin got the full view of the hollowed-out rock’s interior landscape. Nestled on the inside of an asteroid, Rock 13-A5 contained several well-separated facilities—some so secret, Orin had no idea what went on inside. Biometric codes controlled access everywhere except the barrack module, keeping everyone in their place. Even when he was exactly where he was supposed to be, the Overwatch AI still kept tabs.

      Only the vertical farm that kept them fed stood out from the series of low grey modules. It was a multi-story structure set off to one side of the great cavern. Full-spectrum lights, too bright to look directly at, cascaded out of all the windows, casting a blue glow on the rock surrounding it. 

      Grateful for a few moments of solitude, he stared at the beacon of light from the vertical farm. 

      He’d been open about most of his background with his department, how he’d once been a shuttle pilot before he’d gone back for an advanced mathematics degree. How after that, he’d taken a post working for the Protectorate military at the Rock. But what he hadn’t said was that he also had had family on New Haven when the bombing began. Just his wife, Mary. She’d been in her studio behind their house when a bomb hit the roof. A crater now marked what had once been a warm and welcoming home. He wasn’t even left with a body to cremate. A lump formed in his throat as he thought about the last conversation he’d had with the woman he loved. They’d argued.

      He took another deep breath and fought to keep his expression composed—he couldn’t afford to show his people too much emotion. Outside, the grey landscape mirrored his general internal state. 
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        * * *

      

      No one looked his way when he entered Blackview Hall Room B, the cryptology department he ran. His team remained focused on their consoles, decrypting the near-endless number of messages that came their way. News of the declaration of victory clearly hadn’t made its way here yet, and he couldn’t muster enough energy to tell his people the good news. Without making eye contact with anyone, he continued on toward his office.

      At his door, he paused and glanced towards Veena’s cubicle. Her dark hair shadowed her face as she worked. She didn’t deserve the scrutiny Swa directed her way—four months after they’d seconded Veena to the job. There had to be more to the story, but he had no idea where to even start looking for the answer. Besides, his head was pounding.

      He sighed and entered his office, closing the door behind him. The bottle of generic rum in his bottom desk drawer beckoned, promising a few hours of numbness.
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      Hwicce stepped out of the command module and into the evening light. He paused and gazed up. Glinting reflections from the Protectorate’s armada flashed as they circled the planet. The only stationary object in orbit was Candy Cane Lane’s spaceport tethered above. He let out a sigh.

      “Hey, sir. Coming out for some generations dice?” Baker asked. She’d already showered after the days’ mission and was back in her standard evening wear of a ratty, black tracksuit.

      “Thanks, but not tonight. I’ve got to hit the showers, then I’m going to write my wife before hitting the rack,” he said. 

      Even though his commanding officer had chastised him for not capturing the super solder they encountered, he did receive praise for bringing in Rokan prisoners, so the day wasn’t a total loss. More importantly, none of his soldiers got injured in the day’s fighting, and he didn’t have to write anyone’s family tonight with bad news. He let out a long exhale. 

      Eighteen months of fighting had left him skeptical whether the war made any kind of sense. Yes, his homeworld had been bombed back to a pre-terraformed state, and only luck had kept his wife and daughter safe. But the enemy hadn’t struck first—they had. He’d arrived after bombs had dropped on at least five worlds now. Candy Cane Lane was unique in that it hadn’t been levelled with explosives before he’d arrived.

      Unaware of his inner turmoil, Baker shrugged. “I’ll have to swindle you out of credits some other night then.” She strode off towards the mess hall.

      Relief swept over him as she vanished out of view. He wouldn’t be forced to put on a happy face for the evening, but he didn’t want to let his troops know how worn out he felt. They deserved a focused leader—not one who’d begun questioning everything.
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        * * *

      

      The hot water did wonders, leaving him feeling near human again. Looking forward to some time alone, he slid open the door to his pod and stepped inside. The glossy white walls of his tiny quarters greeted him. The pod followed him wherever he deployed, giving him a sense of normalcy. The room’s compact configuration left him barely enough space to move around, but he didn’t have to share.

      After hanging up his towel, he sat on the built-in bunk and tucked his shower sandals away. Sleep tempted him, as he’d have to be up sooner than he liked—he hadn’t had a chance to sleep in since his last visit home. Leaning his elbows onto his knees, he buried his face in his hands. He knew sleep wouldn’t come easy.

      The super soldier bothered him. She fought with a vacant expression, almost as though a puppet master pulled her strings, controlling her. He doubted she’d consented to being used that way.

      When angry, Molly shook things without touching them. Would a skill like that grow into what he saw in the super soldier? He and Veena worked to keep Molly’s skills secret, but it was only a matter of time until she got angry and her parents couldn’t cover it up. He swallowed. Being away meant Veena had to deal with Molly on her own.

      From the alcove at the head of his bed, he pulled out his datapad and projected his favourite hologram of Veena and Molly. 

      Molly’s grinning face appeared on the swing at the park near his home on New Haven. Her black hair shone under the bright sunlight; the curls bounced chaotically as the swing moved. Her dimples made his heart melt like they did every time.

      “Higher, Mommy,” she said as she tightened her grip on the swing’s chains.

      From out of the hologram, Veena laughed, her voice rich and almost musical. “Are you sure?” She stepped into view behind Molly. Her smile created the same dimples as Molly, and her curls were only slightly more contained.

      Molly kicked her feet. “Higher, higher.” 

      Veena placed her hands on Molly’s back and gave a big push. Molly screeched as the swing accelerated.

      “You’ll have to take a turn,” Veena said as she stepped to the side of the swing and came towards him.

      “I want to capture this,” his own voice came from the recording. “I have to ship out in the morning.”

      “A big tough army guy like you surely has the muscle to push her even higher.” Veena flashed him a mischievous smile. “Besides, I need to save some energy for later…” 

      The recording ended, and the smiling faces of his family blinked away. For a moment, he stared at the spot where they’d been.

      “I miss you two.” 

      After taking a deep breath, Hwicce pulled out a thin comic and turned it over in his hands. A brightly coloured view of the interior of one of the old generation ships covered both the front and back. Splashes of pinks and blues marked the walls, contrasting the black view out a window. A little girl, her dark brown skin highlighted by a yellow dress, held a tentacle of an octopus-like alien in one hand. The alien’s tentacles undulated around its body like the old earthbound cephalopods, and purple dots covered its white skin. The girl’s name was Bubble, while the alien was Click.

      He felt the pulp paper, studying the gaudy-over-the-top cover. The Bubble and Click comic was volume 21 second edition. It wasn’t his kind of thing, but Molly loved these comics, and she had the same edition with her. 

      Opening the comic to page 6, he put his finger on the text in the box in the bottom right corner. Veena had taught him the simple substitution cypher he was about to use. Easy to break if one had the key—in this case, the same edition of this comic—but pulp books were rare. Veena felt it was safe enough to use in passing messages back and forth.

      He began transcribing the letters into a message for his wife, continuing to the point he felt he’d begun rambling. He signed off as Bear—her pet name for him—and sent the message to one of Veena’s secret accounts. This time, he’d said nothing secret, yet he liked keeping his personal thoughts out of the hands of the Overwatch AI censors. Besides, sometimes they had to discuss Molly, not a state secret, but one that had to be kept.

      With a sigh, he put the comic away, then buried his face in his hands. His family needed him; he needed to reunite with them soon.

      A sharp crack sounded outside his pod. His heart began to race as he shoved his bare feet into his boots. More cracks sounded like a volley. Were they under attack? With laces flopping around his ankles, he grabbed his rifle out of its rack and sprinted outside. Two paces from the door, he stopped, and his jaw dropped. 

      Glittering lights bust in the sky above him. As each pinpoint of light descended in a plume of sparks, new lights burst above them. Fireworks. Cheering erupted from the mess hall, and soldiers began pouring outside. 

      Hwicce let out the breath he’d been holding and lowered his weapon.

      “Did you hear?” Baker stopped beside him. “Sir?”

      “Command finally called it,” he said, watching the cascading lights above. “The Protectorate declared victory over the Nader Alliance.” 

      “Fuck yeah! We’ve won.” She let out a cheer of her own, then darted off into the mass of celebrating soldiers.

      A weight lifted off Hwicce’s shoulders. The war was officially over. He’d be able to go home. Soon, he’d be back with Veena and Molly, and they could be a family again. A slow smile spread across his face. 

      Things were finally looking up.
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      “And they all lived happily ever after.” Veena stifled a yawn. She’d read the story aloud at least a dozen times now. She let the comic rest on her lap and squeezed Molly in tight for a hug. 

      Molly stirred. “That’s not what it says.” She pointed to the pulp page, sounding more awake than Veena. “It says ‘The End.’”

      Veena smiled and ran her hand over the soft curls on Molly’s head. Her little girl smelled like peanut butter with hints of bubblegum like she always did. A little piece of normal in their up-ended world. 

      “I stand corrected.” Veena closed the well-worn comic and put it back into Molly’s pink backpack with her other comics. “It’s time to sleep.” She tried not to notice the institution-white sheets on the narrow bed.

      “But Mom...” Molly sat up straight and reached for the next comic in the series. “I want to know what Bubble does next. She’s trapped and needs help.”

      Tired after a long day at work, Veena smiled. “Click will rescue her like they always do.” She couldn’t help thinking about the illustrated characters currently in peril—Bubble, a girl about Molly’s age, and Click, an alien that looked like an octopus. She and Molly had read the stories so many times, Mol knew exactly what would happen next.

      Molly set the comic down and activated her bucket-o-stuff. The nanites emerged as a flock of tiny blue and red birds from the mug-sized container. The little birds flew around Molly’s head. She grinned, exposing her two missing front teeth.

      “It’s late.” Veena stood and put the backpack on a shelf beside the few belongings they’d had on them when the bombing had begun. 

      That day, Molly’s pink backpack carried her Click stuffy, the comics, and her bucket-o-stuff while Veena’s messenger bag held a datapad and a pair of black satin slippers that Hwicce had given her. Other than the clothing on their backs, that was all they owned; everything else, from their toiletries to the small room they now lived in, had been issued to them by the military.

      “The bucket-o-stuff, too.”

      Molly stuck out her lower lip.

      “Mol...” 

      “Fine.” Molly sent the nanites back to their container. “Can you get a Click pattern?”

      “Huh?” Veena raised an eyebrow.

      Molly held up her bucket. “For this.”

      Veena sighed. Molly had a near endless list of patterns she wanted for the nanites. “Add it to your birthday list. We’ll be taking a trip to Jupiter Station then.”

      “Can’t you just hack in and download it?” Molly put the bucket on the small shelf at the head of her bed.

      “That’s illegal.”

      “Please?” Molly clasped her hands together under her chin and made her cute face. “I just want to play with Click.”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Veena took a deep breath. They’d been over why hacking was wrong multiple
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