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            Chapter 1

         
         “I’ve been here before, Mirror.” Olech Mortas spoke to a man who appeared to be his exact duplicate. Tall and blond but going
            gray, bearing the same facial features down to the wrinkles of middle age. They walked side by side down a carpeted hallway,
            and Mortas wondered again if Mirror was marked by the same abdominal and leg scars that he’d received in the war. He’d been
            fifteen at the time, and the wounds had whitened and faded, but they were still there.
         

         
         “Of course you have. You lived in this place for five years. Both of your children were born here.”

         
         “That’s not what I meant. You and I have been here before.”

         
         “There is no such thing as time in this realm, Olech. No before, no after.”

         
         “So you keep telling me.”

         
         Mirror suppressed a laugh. “That was very funny.”

         
         “We’ve had discussions, you and I. Many of them, since I arrived . . . wherever I am. How can that not have happened in the
            past?”
         

         
         “We have talked. But as there is no time here, it couldn’t be in the past.” They reached a paneled door, on which hung a set
            of pink baby shoes. Olech touched an old crack in the wood, painted over so many times that it was almost invisible. He’d
            forgotten that defect many years before, and marveled at the completeness of Mirror’s memories. “How else could we be revisiting
            the events of your life?”
         

         
         “I was hoping you’d explain that to me, at some point.”

         
         “That would defeat the purpose.” Mirror flicked his blue eyes at the door, indicating Olech should open it. Knowing what would
            happen, he reached down for a pocket that hadn’t been there when they’d started down the hall, for keys that hadn’t been in
            the pocket. When he looked up, Mirror was gone.
         

         
         That made sense, in a way, because now Olech Mortas was no longer gray or wrinkled. He was thirty years old again, the keys
            were something he handled every day, and he couldn’t wait to get inside to share the big news with Lydia.
         

         
         Opening the door carefully, knowing that one of the bureaus was just a little too close. Passing the bassinet in the center
            of the living room, seeing it was empty just as he heard his wife’s voice from the office.
         

         
         “Yes, Senator Mortas thought the speech went quite well. He’s very involved in matters important to veterans, as you’d expect
            from one of the Unwavering.” Mortas chuckled as he walked through the bedroom, still amazed at Lydia’s ability to work his
            war record into every conversation. Her words continued, warm, friendly. “I certainly will pass your congratulations on to
            him. And now that we have your contact information, you’ll be hearing from the senator more frequently.”
         

         
         Despite the limited space, the apartment was spotless as always. The bed had even been made. Olech stopped in the office doorway,
            watching Lydia type at the keyboard with one hand while holding the baby with the other. Ayliss was strapped to her mother’s
            chest, reaching in vain for the dark hair that was firmly tied up out of reach.
         

         
         “Well you certainly had a good day.” Lydia spoke before turning around. “I watched the whole thing. You were brilliant.”

         
         He went to them, kissing his wife deeply before planting a gentle peck on Ayliss’s head. “I thought I rushed the middle.”

         
         “I thought you sped up because your audience has a short attention span.”

         
         “Apparently not.” The prideful smile spread across his face. “When I got done, I swear the whole Senate shook my hand.”

         
         “Even . . . ?”

         
         “Yes. Horace Corlipso himself. He was leaving the chamber, but he patted me on the shoulder and said, ‘Very good job, young
            man,’ as he went by.”
         

         
         “Told you.”

         
         He kissed her again. “You were right, as always. Did you see the reaction to the paragraph about increasing disability payments?”

         
         “You mean the part I re-wrote over your objections?”

         
         “That’s why I mention it.” Ayliss was tugging at the blood-red ribbon on his lapel, the medal awarded to the few survivors
            of the child army known as the Unwavering. He held it in place between thumb and forefinger, but leaned in so she could see
            it more clearly.
         

         
         “So was that all Senator Corlipso said?”

         
         “He really was leaving, so there was no chance to speak with him.”

         
         “You should have tried.”

         
         “Better not to look too eager.” The smile returned, and he pulled the two women in close. “But he did notice me. Horace Corlipso.
            How about that?”
         

         
         He was back out in the hallway now, but that was no surprise. The memories were always sandwiched between solitary discussions
            with Mirror. Olech felt the years gradually return, and saw himself again in the graying man before him.
         

         
         “You adjusted that speech so it conformed with the platform of a faction dominated by Senator Corlipso.” Mirror began. “Why
            was that?”
         

         
         “Just a second.” Olech looked back at the apartment door, savoring the last sensations of having actually been there, wherever
            there was. He waited until it had all dissipated, and whispered to Mirror. “Those were the happiest years of my life.”
         

         
         “I know. How could I not?”

         
         “So is that what this is? You’re experiencing my memories?”

         
         “Did that feel like a memory?”

         
         “No. It was much more realistic than mental recall. I was actually there, back there, back then. I had all the thoughts that were in my mind that day. Things I’d completely forgotten.”
         

         
         “Exactly. Human memory is imperfect, even when it’s intact. The intriguing element here is that all of that data is available
            to you. You just don’t know how to access it.”
         

         
         “Did you learn that from studying humans in the Step?”

         
         “Yes. That’s why your experiences here are so vivid and complete.”

         
         “If you’ve already accessed this information, why are you running me through this? What do you hope to learn?”

         
         “Humans demonstrate a worrisome inconsistency between their aspirations and their actions. From studying you in the Step,
            I know you made numerous decisions in the human realm that ran counter to your values. I seek to understand this, and cannot
            do that merely by observation.”
         

         
         “You couldn’t have asked me about it?”

         
         “Faulty memory is not the only obstacle here, Olech. Your fellow humans display a strong capacity for self-deception and rationalization,
            sometimes in the face of obvious factual contradiction.”
         

         
         “That’s true.” Olech felt a lightness in his body, or whatever was representing his body. It was a sensation he remembered
            from other conversations with Mirror, despite the being’s insistence that there was no time in this place. It almost always
            meant that Olech had accepted an uncomplimentary observation as accurate. “I doubt I’m going to be able to explain the inconsistencies
            in our natures.”
         

         
         “Explanation is not the goal. You and I will achieve comprehension.”

         
         “Why is this so important to you? You said you found our inconsistencies worrisome.”

         
         “Not all of them. There is another human inconsistency, where your natural instinct to survive is overridden by other impulses.
            In some cases these impulses are of a very low order, such as greed or lust. In other cases, the impulse is highly noble,
            such as seeing an ideal, a person, or large numbers of persons as more important than yourself. You displayed that inconsistency
            when you went to war as a teenager. And when you embarked on the voyage that brought us together.”
         

         
         “What happened to me, in that voyage? I keep coming into awareness here, with you, but I have no recollection of what happened.”
            Olech experienced a tremor of fear, which was surprising. Despite his confusion about Mirror and this realm, his conscious
            time in this place had always been accompanied by an abiding calm. “Am I dead?”
         

         
         “You are physically alive, and your body is perfectly safe.” Mirror’s image began to blur, a signal that this period of awareness
            was about to end. “It is still inside your spacecraft, suspended between the realms, and it has not aged. Time is a thing
            of the human realm.”
         

         
         “So time is passing, where I came from?”

         
         “That is of no importance.” Mirror had turned transparent, and the corridor walls were following suit. Olech raised a hand,
            seeing right through it. Mirror’s words seemed to vibrate the vanishing atoms of his being. “Nothing there is of any concern
            to you at all.”
         

         
          

         “Captain Varick. Lieutenant Mortas. Please stand to hear the panel’s findings.”

         
         Jander Mortas pushed his chair back in stages, struggling with the brace that ran the length of his left leg. The brace itself
            wasn’t the issue; the pant leg of his dress uniform barely fit over the contraption and made every movement difficult. Erica
            Varick leaned down to help him, muttering under her breath.
         

         
         “Come on. Stalling’s not gonna change the verdict.”

         
         Mortas came to attention next to the tall Banshee, looking at the men on the raised platform. The room made him think of auditoriums
            at university, and he’d had to remind himself more than once that they were on board a spacecraft in the war zone. The Silenus was a bloated, luxurious transport for high-level politicians, and he’d deeply enjoyed its accommodations for the past days
            and nights.
         

         
         “I should have known you were gonna get me in big trouble.” Varick whispered without moving her lips, staring straight at
            the panel. They were so far from the rostrum ahead and the half-moon tiers of seats behind that they probably could have conversed
            at normal volume, but that would have been unwise.
         

         
         “Nobody made you flush that thing out to space. And I did offer to take the rap, if you recall.”

         
         “I should have let you. They won’t do anything serious to Reena Mortas’s stepson. Me, they’ll probably draw and quarter.”

         
         “Or worse—send you back to that staff job.”

         
         “Not funny, Jan.”

         
         The panel’s president, a corpulent senator named Bascom, cleared his throat. The audience behind Varick and Mortas came largely
            from Bascom’s oversized retinue, and they made noises indicating they were on the edges of their seats.
         

         
         “Having reviewed your reports, and heard your answers to our questions, this panel declares its duties completed.” Senator
            Bascom’s ruddy cheeks glowed with self-importance. “Captain Varick, Lieutenant Mortas, we thank you for your cooperation,
            and we commend you for your bravery.”
         

         
         Loud applause broke out in the tiers, and somehow Mortas knew the audience had come to their feet.

         
         “Color me impressed.” Varick hummed. “Your stepmother’s man wasn’t lying. The fix was in.”
         

         
         “When a Mortas family agent tells you everything’s been arranged, you can bet everything’s been arranged.” Jander concentrated
            on standing at attention. “Besides, their questions made no sense. I bet they didn’t even see the real report.”
         

         
         The applause died down, but Senator Bascom wasn’t ready to surrender the limelight. “I believe I speak for the entire panel
            when I offer my regrets that your mission to Roanum turned out to be a hoax.”
         

         
         The word brought a searing memory into Jander’s mind. A pretty, blue-eyed woman with reddish-brown hair, raising him over
            her head and throwing his body thirty yards through the air.
         

         
         “Don’t say a word,” Erica hissed, sensing his sudden tension. “For once, just let things work out for you.”

         
         “That ‘hoax’ threw me into a river full of snakes.”

         
         “And I fished you out.”

         
         “Those things almost killed us both. And my leg is killing me.”
         

         
         Jander’s eyes shifted minutely, studying the other panel members. An aged admiral named Futterman glowered at him from Bascom’s
            right, despite having said nothing during the brief proceedings. To the senator’s left, Timothy Kumar nodded in solemn agreement.
            Tall and good-looking, Kumar was now a close adviser to Jander’s stepmother Reena, the woman at the head of the human alliance
            in the war against the Sims. Kumar had spent the previous day lobbing a series of easy questions at Mortas and Varick.
         

         
         “Well maybe you shouldn’t have sneaked into my quarters last night.” Varick stifled a laugh. “Give your poor leg—and the rest
            of you—a break.”
         

         
         “You came to my cabin last night.”

         
         “Oh, you’re right. They’re all blending together.”

         
         The comment distracted Mortas with the memory of an unexpectedly long chain of golden evenings spent with Erica. Coming together
            during the Roanum mission, they’d been harshly ordered to Earth following its chaotic end. Those orders had then been countermanded,
            leaving them waiting in space on a cruiser called the Ajax that had been their guardian angel while on Roanum.
         

         
         The ship’s captain, a Mortas family loyalist, had left them to their own devices until being ordered to rendezvous with the
            Silenus inside a protective ring of Human Defense Force warships. Once transferred to the Silenus, they’d been surprised to find themselves assigned luxurious cabins right next to each other. The panel hadn’t convened for
            another week after that, and the two HDF officers had made pleasurable use of the time.
         

         
         Bascom interrupted Jander’s reverie.

         
         “I would like to extend my personal thanks to both of you for having undertaken this dangerous mission, and for your composure
            when Gorman Station was attacked. I wish you a swift and complete recovery from your injuries, Lieutenant Mortas. I know you’re
            working hard at your therapy. ”
         

         
         Jander nodded at the senator, catching the flutter in the corner of Varick’s lips. He’d made her laugh the night before, and
            could see she was on the verge of starting up again.
         

         
         “Thank you, sir. I’m giving it all I’ve got.”

         
         Varick’s entire body twitched just once, and she gave off a tortured peep.

         
         “You’re as dedicated as your father was, Lieutenant. I worked with him closely over the years.” Senator Bascom seemed ready
            to launch into a long anecdote, but Admiral Futterman cleared his throat with force. Bascom blanched, and then continued.
            “Your stepmother is waiting to see you on the Aurora, and we won’t delay your reunion. This panel is concluded, and you are both dismissed with our thanks.”
         

         
         Seats clattered closed behind them, but Varick and Mortas stood frozen.

         
         “The Chairwoman of the Emergency Senate came all the way out here?” Erica offered in a stunned monotone. “I knew you were going to get me in trouble.”
         

         
         “Come on. Let me introduce you to my stepmom.”

         
          

         “What do you think she’s going to do to us?” Varick asked as they waited outside the hatch of Reena Mortas’s office on the
            flagship Aurora.
         

         
         “After that phony inquiry, I’d guess she’s going to conduct an in-depth debriefing.”

         
         “That makes sense.”

         
         “But she could also be very angry that we killed the alien. I can’t be sure. We were never close.”

         
         “Damn you, Jan!”

         
         Nathaniel Ulbridge appeared in front of them as the hatch opened.

         
         “Jan.” Short and blond, Ulbridge was well muscled and attired in the gray uniform of Mortas family security. “I’m sorry about
            Hugh.”
         

         
         Jander shook the offered hand, and gave a brief nod. Hugh Leeger, Ulbridge’s boss until recently, had defected to the slave
            rebellion on Celestia under mysterious circumstances.
         

         
         “Hugh made a choice, and even I have to respect that.” Leeger had been Jan’s bodyguard for most of his childhood. “He was
            always his own man.”
         

         
         “No he wasn’t. Personally, I think that’s what broke him.”

         
         Ulbridge ushered them into the office. Standing ramrod straight, the two officers marched up to the desk of a middle-aged
            woman with short red hair wearing a severe black tunic. Reena Mortas regarded them without emotion, and Jander saw that she’d
            aged considerably since he’d shipped out to the war zone over a year before.
         

         
         “Captain Erica Varick and Lieutenant Jander Mortas reporting as ordered, Madame Chairwoman,” the Banshee said.

         
         “So there you are. The two junior officers who decided to incinerate humanity’s only proven means of communicating with the
            Sims. Forty-plus years of fighting an opponent that looks just like us but chirps like a bird, and you threw away the only
            chance we ever had of conversing with them.” The blue eyes cut into them. “And then you were stupid enough to confess to that,
            in a report that would have leaked all over the alliance if the skipper of the Ajax hadn’t sat on it.”
         

         
         Mortas stared at the unadorned wall behind his stepmother, trying not to shake his head. This was just the kind of political
            nonsense he’d hoped to escape in volunteering for the war.
         

         
         “Did you read the report, ma’am?” Varick asked politely. “We gave a clear explanation for our actions.”

         
         “You think so? The document I read told me that you conducted a highly successful meeting with the Sim delegates, using the
            alien shapeshifter as a translator. First time anything like that has been achieved in the entire war.”
         

         
         “We did,” Jander responded. “Ma’am.”

         
         “Then you said that a mercenary force kidnapped the shapeshifter, and you recovered her alive when the Ajax captured the mercenaries’ ship.”
         

         
         “It, ma’am,” Erica answered. “The shapeshifter only took the form of a human female. It remained an it.”
         

         
         “You think that’s important?” Reena let the words hang in the air. “You recovered it alive, helpless inside a Transit Tube,
            and then you jettisoned that tube to burn up in Roanum’s atmosphere.”
         

         
         “The report also mentions that the shapeshifter tried to kill me when the mercenaries showed up.” Jander spoke without looking
            at Reena. “It confessed that its true purpose in contacting us wasn’t to arrange a cease-fire, but to gain information about
            the Step.”
         

         
         “I see. And you didn’t think we could have kept that information from it, forewarned by you, if you’d passed the shapeshifter
            up your chain of command?”
         

         
         “May I speak freely, ma’am?”

         
         “I thought you were. Go ahead, Jander.”

         
         “I’m certain it would have gotten what it was after—even if we’d warned you. The alien had a firm grasp of human nature, and
            told me it was going to manipulate our top leadership to learn how the Step works. It was playing us the whole way, and it
            only revealed its true mission because it thought it was about to kill me.”
         

         
         Reena rolled her chair back, and stood. “I believe it referred to the top leadership as the ‘half-bright egomaniacs you let
            run your lives’—am I remembering that correctly?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am. It understood us quite well.”

         
         “Do you agree with that, Captain? That it was going to fool us? Fool me?”

         
         “I couldn’t take that chance, ma’am. The thing said a Sim armada would descend on the settled planets to wipe out humanity
            as soon as they gained an understanding of the Step. And that there was no way to stop them.”
         

         
         “It communicated that last sentiment telepathically, from inside the tube?” Both officers nodded. “So tell me this. In that
            final communication, did that thing sound like an ally of the Sims—or one of their creators?”
         

         
         “One of their creators.” Varick and Mortas answered in unison.

         
         “According to your report, it never said that explicitly.”

         
         “It wouldn’t do that. It wouldn’t solve the biggest puzzle of the entire war.” Varick spoke in earnest. “Jan’s right. That
            thing was toying with us from the start. And it was laughing when we flushed it.”
         

         
         Reena walked around the desk and stood in front of them. “You do understand that there was no way we could share the truth
            about your mission with the rest of the alliance, in its current state of flux? Your actions forced us to spread the story
            that this was all a hoax.”
         

         
         Jander frowned. “But the word was already out, that another shapeshifter had appeared and that we were communicating with
            it. That’s why the mercs tried to kidnap it. And even though they’re all locked up, the Holy Whisper colonists on Roanum know
            about the meeting with the Sims. Their leader, Elder Paul, was with us.”
         

         
         “As a group, the Whisper is commendably tight-lipped. That comes from having their beliefs ridiculed at every turn.” Reena
            shook her head. “You had no clearance to bring their Elder to that negotiation. What were you thinking?”
         

         
         “As pacifists, they were overjoyed about the possibility of a cease-fire. They were the first ones the shapeshifter contacted,
            and we didn’t feel it was right to exclude them.” Varick’s voice softened. “Given what happened later, perhaps we should have.”
         

         
         “They don’t blame us for the mercenary attack on the colony. I was personally contacted by the Whisper leadership, thanking
            the Ajax for its intervention. And since this Elder Paul died in the assault, any stories the colonists tell about the meeting with
            the Sims can be dismissed as rumor.”
         

         
         “It’s wrong to be covering this up, ma’am,” Jander whispered. “The alien said there were thousands more just like it, and
            that we couldn’t possibly keep them from getting another impostor through and learning about the Step. We need a plan to stop
            that, and instead we’re denying this ever happened.”
         

         
         Reena’s eyes flashed. “Just a moment. Through most of that report you insisted that the shapeshifter was lying to us. So what
            are you telling me? That it started telling the truth right at the end, when it knew it was doomed?”
         

         
         “It doesn’t respect us at all. It wanted us to know we’re the ones who are doomed.”

         
         “I’m going to have to take your word for that.” His stepmother walked around the desk and sat back down. “Because that’s all
            I have. I’m left with only your notion of what that being was really trying to do. When I actually might have gotten to the
            truth if you’d let it live. And maybe even could have used it to arrange a cease-fire with the Sims.
         

         
         “But I’m one of those half-bright egomaniacs, aren’t I? Too stupid to be allowed to even speak with that thing.”

         
         Standing like statues, neither officer responded.

         
         “Nathaniel is going to debrief you now. We need to analyze everything that happened on Roanum, this time without your high-blown
            judgments. I don’t care how long it takes. After that, you’re both going back to your units—where, if you’ve got any sense
            at all, you won’t breathe a word of this.”
         

         
         “Because someone might punish us?” Jander couldn’t stop himself. “Ma’am?”

         
         “No, Lieutenant. Because no one will believe you. I’m making sure of that.”

         
          

         Ulbridge sealed the hatch behind the two officers, and walked over to Reena’s desk. The Chairwoman had sagged into her chair,
            as if exhausted.
         

         
         “How did I do, Nathaniel? Did I give away the secret?”

         
         “Asking if the alien acted like it was one of the Sims’ creators was a bit too close for comfort, but I think they missed
            it. I’ll confirm that during the debriefing.”
         

         
         “Thank you. Dig deep with the questions, but don’t let them figure out what we’re really after.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am. I’ll report back as soon as we’re done.”

         
         Reena didn’t notice when he left. Her mind had already called up an image, impossibly far from that spot, in a desolate region
            of space. A gray planet, one of several in a star system that she’d learned about through someone else’s dreams. Camouflaged
            probe spacecraft had come close enough to surveil the unremarkable orb, but so far had detected no activity at all.
         

         
         She’d code-named the planet herself, believing her missing husband had shown it to the dreamer as the possible source of the
            Sim enemy. Reena breathed out the word with her eyes shut.
         

         
         “Omega.”

         
          

         “Your stepmother is up to something.” Erica whispered the words many hours later in her cabin, intertwined with Jander.

         
         “She sits at the top of the biggest bunch of backstabbers in human history. I’d be surprised if she wasn’t.”

         
         “No, it’s more than that. Did you notice she didn’t mention your father even once? I don’t care how mad she is at us; you’re
            his son, and this is the first time she’s seen you since he went missing. And yet she didn’t bring it up. She was concentrating on
            playing a role.”
         

         
         “That’s my family. They’ve always got some game going on.”

         
         “Not your sister. From what I’m hearing through the Banshee grapevine, she’s doing her damnedest to be a good troop.”

         
         “She sure took the long way to get there. Last time I saw Ayliss, she was scheming against my father. Apparently they patched
            things up before he disappeared.”
         

         
         “Why does the Chairwoman believe he’s still alive?”

         
         “Nathaniel explained that to me, after the debriefing ended. One of the Step Worshipers—their leader, I guess—had a series
            of dreams where she thought my father was communicating with her. Just crazy talk. His capsule’s been missing for months.”
         

         
         “The Chairwoman’s under a lot of strain. She’s hiding that, too.”

         
         “Be careful drawing conclusions with this crowd. They wear a lot of masks. Sometimes for years.”

         
         “I think she doesn’t want you to go to Celestia.”

         
         “That’s where the brigade is. And since you’re hell-bent on getting back to the Banshees, what else would I do?”

         
         “You should stay here. At least until your leg’s healed.”

         
         “I belong with the Orphans. Colonel Watt will put me to work somewhere.” Their looming separation took a step closer, and
            he kissed her hard, as if to ward it off.
         

         
         “Colonel Watt.” She laughed. “You believe he actually threatened me over your safety? When you see him, tell your colonel what I did to bring you back. Tell him about the snakes. Then tell
            him I said he can kiss my ass.”
         

         
         “Look who’s getting ornery. You haven’t even shipped out yet.” The silence enfolded them for an instant. “You know, I could
            ask my—”
         

         
         “No. I’m headed back to the war. Been gone way too long. I need this.”

         
         “I had to try. You know I had to try.”

         
         “Just one thing. Don’t tell your Colonel Watt to kiss my ass.” Varick’s tone softened. “Tell him I’m not giving you back.
            You’re just on loan.”
         

         
          

         In her office on the Aurora, Reena Mortas finished reviewing the transcripts of the debriefing Ulbridge had conducted with Jan and Varick.
         

         
         “So what do you think?” she asked the security man.

         
         “We can’t assume that the shapeshifters are the entities creating the Sims, but I think it’s highly likely. Its story about
            the origins of the Sims has holes just where you’d expect them to be, if it was trying to hide that connection. And the Sim
            delegates refused to offer their version, despite their obvious affinity for Jan and Captain Varick.”
         

         
         “That’s not surprising, now that we know why they’re fighting us. They believe humanity is persecuting them. No matter how
            friendly the conversation got, they think we’re trying to eradicate them.”
         

         
         The decades-long war with the Sims had begun the instant human space explorers had encountered the humanoid race. According
            to the shapeshifter, the Sims believed they were the mutated descendants of ancient human long-range space missions, unfairly
            attacked by an enemy they referred to as the “cousins.”
         

         
         “I found it interesting, that the alien said it doesn’t believe the Sims’ creation story.”

         
         “How so?”

         
         “Jan is convinced that the shapeshifters don’t fear us at all. That sense of superiority might have caused the alien to include
            hints of the real truth in what it told them. Kind of a sick joke.”
         

         
         “Are you saying it was giving us clues?”

         
         “Rejecting the Sims’ story allowed the alien to propose how that tale got into the Sims’ heads in the first place. It said
            it believed what we’ve always suspected—that the Sims are a designer enemy, meant to oppose our expansion. Its suggestion
            that the Sims’ creators telepathically implanted that creation story—along with individual Sims’ different skill sets—is just
            a little too close to what the alien already demonstrated it can do to humans.”
         

         
         “Telepathic communication. Jan and Varick heard it laughing when they jettisoned it.”

         
         “It also spoke to them, briefly, without opening its mouth. On Glory Main, the original alien essentially downloaded data
            into Jan’s head. Awfully similar to what the shapeshifter said the Sims’ creators do.”
         

         
         “Do you think that might also apply to what it said about their numbers? That there are thousands more?”

         
         “I do. Why would it say thousands? Why not millions, or even billions, if its intent was to convince us that keeping them
            from learning the secret of the Step is futile?”
         

         
         “Another clue?”

         
         “I believe so. Stating their true numbers, or exaggerating them by only a little, might be just part of the fun.”

         
         “Or it might just be a fact. They don’t need big numbers, with their abilities. All it’s going to take is for one of them
            to slip by.”
         

         
         “That is true.”

         
         “So we’ve got to beat them to the punch.” Reena rolled her chair back, and stood. “Is everything proceeding?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am. Half the convoy will return to Earth, while we go with the other half to the Construction Zone. General Merkit
            is waiting for us.”
         

         
         “My husband put him in charge out there to put a stop to the profiteering. Who would have guessed he’d put the perfect man
            in the perfect place for us?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Sealed inside a Banshee fighting suit, Ayliss Mortas was having the time of her life. The feed from dozens of microcameras
            gave the false impression that her helmet had vanished, and she half-expected the falling snowflakes to land on her face.
            Coursing down through the pale atmosphere, driven by a wind she could hear but not feel, the ice crystals either slid past
            at the last second or stopped inches from her eyes before melting against the face shield.
         

         
         Her arms and legs moved easily inside the now-familiar armor, but the freedom of actually traveling on a planet’s surface
            was astounding. All of her previous suit experiences had been aboard ship, in stationary simulators or large compartments,
            and there had been no room to simply run.
         

         
         Now she was doing that, uphill, through an open forest covered in white. The briefing had told her the temperature on this
            part of Secured Planet 3157 was lethally cold, and her suit’s readouts confirmed that, which made it all the more marvelous.
            Heat exchangers kept her environment at a constant, comfortable temperature regardless of how much she exerted herself. A
            foot higher from the ground than normal, encased in an armored body loaded with high technology and powerful weapons, Ayliss
            thrilled to see the terrain passing by much faster than she could run.
         

         
         “Slow down, Mortas!” Cusabrina snarled in her ear.
         

         
         Still bouncing forward, Ayliss turned her head to the right. Her helmet was fused to the shoulders of the suit, so a forehead-and-neck
            assembly rotated with her and changed the camera views. Reaching the limit of her neck’s mobility, Ayliss laughed as the view
            continued to shift until she was essentially looking backward. Twenty yards behind and twenty yards away, Cusabrina’s suit
            blended in with the snowy landscape. Bulging mechanical legs spread into an armored torso before sloping up into the bell-shaped
            helmet. Cusabrina carried her rifle in one swollen glove, reminding Ayliss that the veteran had insisted she leave her own
            weapon clipped against her back. The weapon was called a Fasces because of its multiple barrels, and could fire everything
            from large caliber rounds to grenades.
         

         
         “How many times do I have to tell you, Corporal? My name’s Rig!” she called brightly, bringing the view back to her front
            before reluctantly slowing down.
         

         
         “And how many times am I going to have to tell you I’m not an NCO?”

         
         “Sergeant Tin said it would be easier to just call you Corporal. She said you go back and forth, promoted one day and busted
            the next.”
         

         
         “This one’s permanent. Not that I care.” The older woman coursed into her peripheral vision, weaving among the trees. She
            admired Cusabrina’s ability to move while bent forward, reducing her overall silhouette. Ayliss and the other new Banshees
            had been assured they would eventually pick it up, but her earlier attempts had always ended with a tumble. “See that boulder
            to the west? Get down behind it.”
         

         
         Ayliss punched her tongue into the suit’s tube control, calling up the basic patrolling menu. The helmet materialized somewhat
            as the electronic display showed her a compass, her heading, the distance to the next course change, and a small schematic
            of the rest of the squad. Sliding her tongue, she shifted the schematic over and enlarged it to see where the others were.
         

         
         Her Banshee Basic squadmates had been assigned as a group to Sergeant Tin’s squad, and so each of the five newbies had been
            given a veteran minder. They moved all over the snowy mountain in pairs, sweeping the ground for an enemy that was not expected
            to be there. More seasoned Banshee squads were slowly converging on the summit of a high mountain to the east, where the suspicious
            electronic emanations had originated.
         

         
         Reaching the snow-covered rock Cusabrina had pointed out, Ayliss dropped to a knee and peered through a scraggly bush. She
            now looked down the other side of the slope, seeing more untouched whiteness and denuded trees. Cusabrina moved up, coming
            to a stop just short of the crest twenty yards to her right. They were scouting a broad ridgeline that split from the eastern
            side of the target mountain, and the squad’s other teams were spread out to the west at half-mile intervals.
         

         
         “This is Cusabrina. We’re at Checkpoint Four.” A red circle glowed in the corner of Ayliss’s display for a few seconds, before
            dropping onto the schematic where they were located. “No sign of Sam. Or anything else.”
         

         
         “Hold in place,” Tin responded, paired off with the Banshee that the training cadre had nicknamed Plodder. Biggest of the
            five newbies and a former military police officer, Plodder’s quick temper called for extra supervision. “Tabor, what’s the
            holdup?”
         

         
         Ayliss studied the schematic, seeing that the team on their extreme left had fallen behind just a bit. Tonguing a map onto
            the schematic, she studied the incline and decided it wasn’t steep enough to be holding them up. Tabor was an easygoing veteran,
            and so she’d been paired off with the equally low-key Legacy.
         

         
         “Just pickin’ a few flowers.” The drawling voice almost made her laugh. “Something to brighten things up when we go back aboard.”

         
         Two short beeps sounded inside the helmet, and Ayliss immediately looked over at Cusabrina. She didn’t hear Tin’s answer,
            because her partner had hit the override.
         

         
         “You awake over there, Rig?”

         
         “Yes, Corporal.”

         
         “Then why aren’t you seeing this?”

         
         Embarrassed to have been paying too much attention to the electronic display, she quickly scanned the trees to their front.
            Heavy with snow, they blocked the view as the ground fell away. Ayliss was about to switch to infrared when a distortion seemed
            to flash across the snow.
         

         
         Zooming in on the undulating blanket of white, she finally saw it. Saw them. Sliding, slithering, pulling themselves along,
            a pod of pale, tentacled creatures crawled away two hundred yards down. Perfectly camouflaged, they zigzagged along with a
            fluid grace that was both beautiful and disgusting. Ayliss decided they looked like jellyfish back on Earth, except these
            ones weren’t anywhere near the sea.
         

         
         “Got ’em. What are they?”

         
         “Some of the monitoring stations reported seeing these things from time to time. Harmless. They call them Snow Squids. You
            need to read the briefing materials better, newb.”
         

         
         The pod slid out of sight, and even though they were obviously abandoning the area to the armored intruders, Ayliss shivered
            when she realized their patrol route went in the same direction. “That was revolting.”
         

         
         “All teams, move out.” Tin came back up on the net. “Keep your eyes open.”

         
         “Not if I have to look at those squirmy things,” Cusabrina muttered, and it took Ayliss a moment to realize her partner had
            only spoken to her. “Hey, Rig. Let’s stay put for a few. Give the octopus tribe plenty of time to clear out.”
         

         
          

         “Making final approach. Everybody in position?”

         
         Ayliss listened to Sergeant Pelletier, the leader of the squad tasked with the actual reconnaissance of the summit. On a high
            peak to her east, intermittent electronic signals had been detected by passing Force ships. The Sims were well known for emplacing
            stealth navigational beacons throughout the war zone, and that was what the Banshees expected to find here. Most of the space
            lighthouses were unmanned, but there was always a possibility of enemy contact.
         

         
         Tin’s squad, having found no sign of the Sims on their assigned ridge, had then spread out in pairs to form part of a ring
            of Banshee teams surrounding the target area. Cusabrina had selected a good hide position for them, halfway up the slope where
            they could observe the distant mountain and the low ground between them.
         

         
         Stretched out in the snow, Ayliss felt a rush of accomplishment when Cusabrina told her to unclip her Fasces from the back
            of the suit. She now alternated between looking through the weapon’s scope at the white valley below and checking the overhead
            imagery provided by orbiting ships and stratospheric drones. The trees stood out on top of the target mountain as they presumably
            had for millennia, and no readings of any kind—heat, electronic, or otherwise—indicated there was anything there.
         

         
         Pelletier’s squad had separated into two elements, carefully working their way up the final hundred yards of the summit using
            the forest for cover. Although the suits dissipated their heat signatures, Ayliss could easily make out the reddish glow of
            each Banshee against the frozen ground.
         

         
         The footage of the mountaintop changed abruptly, with a dashed line of red spurting down the slope toward the approaching
            teams. The heat dots indicating the Banshees immediately jumped left or right, seeking cover from whatever was firing at them.
            Looking across at the peak, Ayliss heard the subdued rumbling of a heavy weapon even though she couldn’t see any of the action.
            The recon squad quickly filled her in.
         

         
         “Contact on the crest! Sim machine-gun emplacement! Marking target!”

         
         Going back to the imagery, Ayliss saw a digital cross appear where the stuttering red line began. As for the line itself,
            it was sweeping back and forth while the Banshees down the slope pulled back in a pre-rehearsed response. Pelletier spoke,
            and Ayliss thrilled at her composure.
         

         
         “Fire control, fire control. Requesting bunker busters on pre-set target Purple One. Camouflaged emplacements, obviously been
            here a long time. Double the volley.”
         

         
         “Banshee, this is fire control. Rockets on the way. Get your heads down.”

         
         “Everybody open your eyes,” Tin coached her dispersed squad. “Sam’s no fool. That gunner knows we’re about to drop the boom-boom
            on him. He’s attracting attention while his buddies scoot. They could pop up anywhere.”
         

         
         Ayliss felt her heart thudding against the armor. Tonguing the imagery aside, she searched the ground with her rifle. Nothing
            moved, but in her mind she imagined a host of Sim soldiers, clad in snow-camouflaged combat smocks, fleeing right toward her.
         

         
         “This is fire control. Twenty seconds to impact. Twenty seconds to impact.”

         
         Snow fell in clumps from the trees on the far side of the valley, and Ayliss gasped in anticipation. Movement.

         
         “Stay cool, Mortas,” Cusabrina purred. “Let’s see what it is before we light it up.”

         
         The veteran started reporting the unidentified motion to Tin, but Ayliss’s entire world shrunk down to the gunsight reticle
            before her eyes. The Fasces was tied into her suit’s systems, and the reticle told her the range as she shifted her view.
         

         
         The first figure broke from the tree line, and adrenaline shot through her just before Ayliss saw that it wasn’t a Sim. Ice-blue
            and majestic, it looked like some kind of stag. Curved antlers rose up from its head, and long aqua fringes hung down from
            its neck. The beast stopped as soon as it came out in the open, and Ayliss saw more behind it. Smaller versions of the stag,
            some with antlers and some without, skidding to a halt inside the trees.
         

         
         “They don’t like the gunfire. They’re clearing out,” Cusabrina explained.

         
         The leader sniffed the air while the fringes fluttered as if caught in a breeze. Ayliss watched in wonder as the feelers stretched
            away from the creature, obviously testing for some indication of a waiting enemy. The test didn’t last long.
         

         
         The far peak exploded in flashes of fire, the first throwing snow everywhere and the others coming in behind it at one-second
            intervals. The startling concussions stampeded the animals below, and they surged across the valley in a wild-eyed mob. Perhaps
            thirty in total, all sizes, they kicked powder all around before hitting the dead center of the low ground. For an instant
            Ayliss thought they’d broken the ice of a snow-hidden stream, as the ground under their powerful hooves cracked and flew up
            around them.
         

         
         It was only after the herd had disappeared into the far trees that she detected the wounded motion in the snow, the damaged
            tentacles reaching for the sky and then dropping, while the whiteness changed to a soupy gray that darkened into blackness.
            She watched as the surviving squids slowly dragged themselves away, many of them lurching on obviously shattered tentacles.
            The sight nauseated her enough that she looked away.
         

         
         And wished she hadn’t. Many yards up the valley, a light blue figure surged and struggled as if caught in a tangle of white
            underbrush. Panicked by the explosions just like the others, it had separated from the herd and run across the squid creatures
            all by itself. No antlers, no fringes, it looked like a doe. Kicking madly, it leapt into the air only to be yanked back down.
            More and more of the tentacles wrapped around it, and Ayliss saw its wide-eyed terror as it craned its head back to bellow
            a call for help that she didn’t hear.
         

         
         The others didn’t hear it, either. The doe fought on for just a little longer before slowly freezing in place, quivering as
            if its muscles had turned to stone. Ayliss dumbly wondered if the Snow Squids had some kind of poison in them that had paralyzed
            the beast, just before the knot of twitching muscle pulled it down.
         

         
         “Contact to the south!” Pelletier called out from the summit. “Blast doors opening. Looks like a hangar. Marking target.”

         
         Ayliss gratefully switched back to the imagery, seeing the new designator on the southern slope. The snow was crumbling away,
            showing heat that registered as a narrow slit probably fifty yards wide.
         

         
         “Shuttle inside. That’s gotta be their escape craft. Can we have a gun drone?”

         
         “Already inbound.”

         
         More heat slid out from the wintry hill, and then it detached into a tiny rectangle. Ayliss’s suit systems automatically targeted
            it, surrounding the emerging craft with a blinking circle that identified it as a Wren shuttle.
         

         
         The pilot was smart, diving instead of climbing, banking down the mountainside. Pelletier’s squad didn’t bother shooting at
            it, because the drone gunship had appeared. A jet of exhaust shot from its belly when it fired the missile. The Wren swept
            around the western side of the mountain, appearing five hundred yards in front of Ayliss and Cusabrina just before the rocket
            caught up. It exploded in an immense fireball, flaming chunks falling into the trees while a starburst of smoke blossomed
            in the pale sky.
         

         
         “Target destroyed,” Pelletier reported. “The hangar doors are still open. Wanna toss one in there?”

         
         “Negative. Intelligence wants to examine the site. Security cordon, remain in place. Reconnaissance squad, continue your mission.
            Evaluate bomb damage on the peak and enter the site if possible.”
         

         
         Acknowledgments flowed over the radio, but the feed stopped in mid-sentence. Ayliss turned troubled eyes toward Cusabrina,
            knowing the veteran had muted the link.
         

         
         “Can you imagine being assigned here? Hilltop in the middle of a frozen nowhere?”

         
         Ayliss tried to come up with a snappy response, but the dead doe filled her mind. So frightened, so helpless, doomed by forces
            beyond its understanding.
         

         
         “Yeah, I guess this was a really lousy assignment, even for Sam.” she offered.

         
         “Naw, that’s not what I meant.” An armored hand lightly swatted her. “I was asking, what do ya think the odds are that Command
            might make us stay here?”
         

         
          

         “This complex is something we haven’t seen before.” An unseen speaker narrated the video as it played on a large screen back
            aboard ship. “The Sims don’t usually leave troops with their covert navigation beacons, but this installation was meant to
            be permanent.”
         

         
         Ayliss had already seen the footage, shot from the cameras of the Banshees who had entered the wrecked position. The antennae
            and tracking equipment had been destroyed by the rockets, which had blown the top off of the hollowed-out peak. Looking up
            from the counter where she was cleaning her disassembled Fasces, she saw the beams from the suits’ shoulder-lights playing
            over the darkened interior.
         

         
         “Living quarters, a mess area, and even a room for physical training were dug into the rock. Most interestingly, four different
            hangar doors were created and camouflaged so that the escape shuttle could launch in the safest direction.”
         

         
         “Didn’t do ’em any good,” Dellmore commented. The counter where the squad members were working on their weapons was L-shaped,
            and the veterans were seated together. A seasoned Banshee, Dellmore used her size to intimidate the new arrivals. She’d been
            paired with Lightfoot because the dark-skinned rookie had demonstrated a talent for deflecting her barbs. “All that hard work,
            just so they could get smoked while running away.”
         

         
         “Sam knows we’re stretched thin out here. They didn’t used to put that kind of effort into one of those sites.” That came
            from Zuteck, seated next to Dellmore. Medium-sized but well muscled, she’d been paired with Bullhead, the natural leader of
            Ayliss’s Basic Training squad.
         

         
         “While this particular site was far more extensive than the normal setup for a navigational outpost, Command stresses that
            this does not represent an escalation of Sim presence in this sector.” The briefer finished the presentation, and the screen
            went dark.
         

         
         “Sounds like the very definition of an escalated presence.” Legacy offered, from the leg of the counter where the rookies
            were working.
         

         
         “You catch on fast,” Dellmore replied. “You figured out that Command lies to us.”

         
         “Hush now, Dell,” Tabor cooed, attaching electrical leads to her rifle’s control system and viewing the readout on her handheld.
            “My newbie did just fine today.”
         

         
         “How about yours, Bree?” Dellmore called to Cusabrina. “Was Minister Mortas worth anything without a team of reporters?”

         
         Ayliss felt her face flush, but didn’t respond. Dellmore had a particular dislike for her, made all the worse by the battle
            fought on a planet known as Quad Seven. As the newly appointed governor of a colony of discharged veterans, Ayliss had fought
            alongside them when they’d been attacked by smugglers. A brief clip of a blood-and-dirt-covered Ayliss had received a great
            deal of circulation on the Bounce network, aided by Reena Mortas’s propagandists. Ayliss sensed that Dellmore’s real problem
            with Quad Seven was that their squad leader had been there. Ayliss had carried the wounded Tin off the battlefield herself.
         

         
         “How about it, Bree?” Dellmore repeated.

         
         “I’m sorry, Dell. As usual, I wasn’t listening to you. What did you say?”

         
         “I was saying—”

         
         “Don’t bother. I’m not listening anymore.”

         
         “Okay. So how’d you like it, Mortas? Just a dull operation where we all did our jobs and nobody got featured on the Bounce.”

         
         “I learn something important with everything we do.” Ayliss responded, well aware that as a newcomer she had almost no status
            among the Banshee company’s veterans.
         

         
         “Glad to hear it. Can’t tell you how much we like being saddled with five pups who didn’t even complete Basic.”

         
         “Speak for yourself, Dell,” Zuteck growled. “Stop saying ‘we’ like that.”

         
         “We were doing fine in Basic.” Bullhead spoke flatly. Though much smaller than Dellmore, she stared across the compartment
            in obvious challenge. “You know they sent us to the fleet because Zone Quest tried to murder us all on that jogging trail.”
         

         
         “Relax, Bontenough. I’m not worried about the three of you who were already in. I’m just wondering why they
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