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Getting lost along your path is a part of finding the path you are meant to be on…

	~Robin S. Sharma

	 

	

Prologue

	Major Lincoln Gold watched the screens carefully, knowing how critical it was this mission succeed.

	He was sitting on the ops deck of the first completed stage of Atlas Station, currently in orbit off Mars and his new home for the foreseeable future. Though he had accepted the honor of this promotion to lead the UNF’s largest military station in space, taking over from the early work that Colonel Hensford had done, and in recent years, Colonel Rovine, he still felt a pang of loss as he watched the UNF Carcharias approaching its target. Once his ship to captain, it was now in the hands of his former second, Andy Ryker. Despite the tug of nostalgia, he knew Ryker was the right man to lead the Carcharias crew now. The Aussie had long been by Gold’s side, not only in the field, but as a good friend. Given what the Carcharias crew were – Alpha soldiers – only another Alpha could lead them.

	Gold shifted in his seat, still feeling a slight tenderness around the almost-healed wounds he’d acquired during the Centralis Uprising – a life-changing event to say the least. He listened carefully to the comms projected over the Atlas ops deck: Ryker running through protocols with his pilot, Lieutenant Reece, and co-pilot Sergeant Jennings. Gold felt humbled to be in this position. He was on the edge of history, laying the foundations of defense, should what Colonel Harris predicted ever come to pass… the Zeta war.

	Should… More like would. After the recent invasion it was no longer a question of if but when.

	Though the mission he now observed was simple in exercise, it was an incredibly important step in that war to come. Gold was bearing witness to the release of a hi-tech tracking and comms satellite into deep space, one the UNF scientists and engineers believed would detect any future Zeta ships on approach and provide the early warning the UNF needed to scramble a defense.

	And this satellite would be the first of many.

	Decades on from the original Palenque satellite that first recorded the Zeta signals, and now long since retired, this launch was the dawning of a new era of technology based on findings from the recent Zeta contact. It was the invasion they’d had to have, despite the human cost, to prepare themselves for next time – for a greater war.

	The human cost of that early invasion had been harder on some than others. Gold felt a pain in his chest as he thought about the loss of Colonel Harris’s wife. The guilt Gold carried for that was something else, hurting worse than the bullet wounds he subsequently received in the uprising. At the helm of the Carcharias at the time, the ship had been in a vicious battle with Zeta ships over North America. Unfortunately, some of the Zeta ships they shot down had crashed into civilian areas. The colonel’s wife, Taya Harris, had become a casualty of war as she protected their daughter, Sarai, who survived the ordeal.

	As a result, Harris had been a lost soul for a time, but he eventually found his way back to lead the Alpha soldiers once more. Personally, Gold had felt weakened by the events of the invasion, but as far as Harris was concerned it seemed to be a case of what didn’t break him only made him stronger. And the Alpha soldiers needed that. The human race needed that, needed Harris. The world was definitely stronger now; actually stood a chance in the future great war. They had solid information on their enemies, and information was power.

	Gold could only hope and trust the scientists and engineers got it right and these satellites would work. They would need every second they could get to prepare, to scramble, and avoid what happened last time, when they had had no warning at all.

	Not only was the satellite designed to detect the Zeta comms signals from deep space, it was also designed to detect heat, matter displacement, and the like. Last time, Zeta technology had enabled the alien ships to avoid all UNF detection systems, and had therefore taken mankind by surprise. Next time, they wouldn’t. The key detection point of this satellite was the highly sensitive matter displacement system: matter displacement, no matter how miniscule in space, was something not even the Zetas could mask.

	He listened to Ryker’s countdown over the comms and watched as the satellite was ejected from the Carcharias. White in color, a cylindrical object covered in wafer-thin solar panels and micro-comms dishes, it hurtled into the black of space around it.

	“Station Atlas,” Ryker said over the comms. “Confirming satellite Deep-Star-1 launch successful. Over.”

	“Roger that, Carcharias,” Lieutenant Raleigh Batoya – Atlas Station’s Ops Lead on shift – responded. Intelligent and reliable, her serious and career-driven eyes were fixed on the screens as they checked the various readings and data flowing in. “Confirming satellite Deep-Star-1 is registering on our systems and data flowing freely.” She flicked another switch. “Mars Control are you receiving the data? Over.”

	A male voice sounded over the Atlas ops deck speakers. “Roger that, Atlas. Mars Control is reading the data.”

	“Copy,” Batoya said, flicking yet another switch. “Earth Control, the data should be hitting you soon. Please confirm. Over.”

	A female voice sounded. “Copy that, Atlas. Nothing yet.”

	Batoya calmly checked her databand, watching the seconds tick down, while the 15 staff seated on the ops deck waited silently, watching her.

	Gold subtly glanced at his own databand, unable to help himself.

	“Atlas,” the female voice sounded, breaking the silence. “Data is being received. Deep-Star-1 is linked and logging. Over.”

	“Copy that, Earth Control. Over,” Batoya said, then glanced around the ops deck. “Good job, everyone.”

	“Excellent!” Ryker’s voice sounded on the comms. “Time to pop the champagne, eh? What time does the party start tonight, Major Gold?”

	Gold smiled, then leaned into his comms. “There’s no party tonight, Captain Ryker. We’ve still got a lot of work to do to get this station tiptop for the big Stage One launch.” Ryker groaned dramatically over the comms in response. “We have to impress a lot of top brass,” Gold said. “And we will. This station will be superb. You can party then.”

	“Roger that,” Ryker said, returning to seriousness. “Carcharias returning to base.”

	Gold turned his eyes back to the screen registering the data from Deep-Star-1, watching the text scroll and the various graphs displaying measurements across several screens. Soon enough the system would establish a baseline for the space data it received, which would then enable the system to detect any anomalies to that baseline.

	He looked out the observation window and stared into the dark of space, wondering just what Deep-Star-1 would find.

	And when it did find something – an anomaly – just how long they’d have to respond.
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	In the darkness of space, a lone Zeta ship, obsidian-black and triangular-shaped, continued its course in search of the missing rogue fleet.

	At its helm, a single Zeta of the Alma Mater breed. She stood much shorter than the Priestess breed, and wider too. She was stocky and hairy and rounded, a mix of mammalian features that contrasted starkly with the reptilian features of the Priestess.

	The Alma Mater pressed her hairy, hoofed-hands against the gray lip of the ship’s console, closing her eyes as she connected her mind to the ship, tracking its progress. The hairy hands began to glow blue as the creature mind-melded with the bio-organic command systems. The ship’s data readings infiltrated the Alma Mater’s mind, and she began processing the feeds.

	But an alert stole her attention.

	She opened her eyes, retracted her hands and moved to another console close by. Beneath the gray skin that covered this console, a communication beacon called.

	The Alma Mater pressed her hands to the console and connected with it.

	Suddenly a flood of images swam through her mind.

	She saw war and destruction.

	She saw Zeta ships falling from the skies in balls of flame and fractured pieces; saw other ships, alien ships responsible for the destruction…

	Yet she also saw many alien ships destroyed too…

	The Alma Mater knew what she was seeing. This was the rogue Priestess fleet she sought. And she knew now there was nothing left to seek.

	These images had been uploaded into the Zeta mainwaves, and the Alma Mater was the nearest and first to receive them.

	But what did they mean?

	Had the rogue Priestess fleet declared war on this race of beings? Or had they arrived in peace and been attacked?

	Was this message a cry for help? Or was it a warning?

	Whatever it was, she must react.

	She traced the origin of the images, the coordinates embedded in the communication.

	This rogue fleet had reached the planet they called /:/~/^/-/:/.

	At standard speed it would take a few short years of this planet’s time to reach, but if needed, the Alma Mater could be there much sooner. It would use a lot of her ship’s reserves, so the decision to use this capability was not a decision to take lightly.

	She immediately connected to the Zeta mainwaves and made an urgent communication to her home planet.

	Soon they would determine a response, and order a course of action.

	 

	
 

	1

	The New View

	Second Lieutenant Carrie Welles stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of her home, the Fortress, watching as the UNF Aurizun touched down at Centralis Space Dock. She smiled, knowing that McKinley would soon be home. His latest trip had seen him gone two weeks, taking the Aurizun team on a training run that saw them visit Fort Alden on the moon, as well as Navarone Station, located off the moon, the largest base in space, at least until Atlas was completed. The aim of the training run was to report back to Harris on the status of the two UNF military outposts, and to give the military leaders of these bases the opportunity to meet McKinley, given his new role of heading up the Alpha Military units.

	Carrie was looking forward to hearing McKinley’s reports, though the report she was most interested in was how he’d been doing personally: physically and mentally. He was still adjusting to his new partially-mech body, still dealing with the knowledge that he had in fact died and been revived during the Zeta invasion. It was a whole lot of trauma to unpack, not to mention the trauma from his childhood, and she knew he wasn’t the kind of man to willingly unpack things himself. She had to coax it out of him, piece by piece, but she’d been making progress, albeit slowly. After all, McKinley wasn’t just her husband, he was her best friend. Her soulmate. Despite all their differences, they had a whole lot in common. They understood each other like no-one else.

	In truth, they were all still recovering, not only from the invasion, but also the series of attacks from inside the UNF that were meant to have wiped the Alpha soldiers out; the events now known as the Centralis Uprising. Thankfully, the traitors within the UNF had underestimated the Aurizun team. They’d underestimated McKinley and his new mech body, and they’d underestimated Carrie’s sheer determination to survive. They were fighters. And boy, did they each have a series of scars to prove that fact.

	As if on cue, Carrie squinted her eyes against the glare from outside and lowered her head into her hand. Ever since being attacked during the Centralis Uprising, when Dr. Morgave had been killed right in front of her, she’d been having headaches that just didn’t want to quit. She traced her fingers over the small, healing scar on her forehead, the result of a headbutt from her attacker. It wasn’t the first time she’d been concussed, but this time she was really feeling it. She ran her hand over her long-stubbled hair – still growing back after being shaved off during her stint in Hell Town on Mars. Despite the Alpha in her veins, she wondered if age was starting to catch up with her? Carrie would soon turn 40, and she wasn’t bouncing back like she used to.

	“Is that Dad’s ship?” Freya jogged up beside her, her blue Alpha eyes alight with the sun, her long blond hair falling over her shoulders.

	“Sure is,” Carrie smiled, brushing her hair back. Freya, now 11, was growing fast and would soon be Carrie’s height. She was even standing taller than her twin, Brody, as puberty took hold of her first. Carrie suspected, though, that Brody would overtake her height in the long run.

	“Dad back?” Brody asked, walking into the living room with their younger brother, Jesse. Her two boys were like chalk and cheese, but that was to be expected with different fathers. Brody, as always, was the image of his biological father, Doc: brown-haired and brown-eyed. Jesse, though McKinley’s son, was a meld of his two grandfathers: the dark blue-gray eyes of Carrie’s late father, Jeff, and the dark-blond hair of McKinley’s late father, Ethan.

	Carrie nodded at her sons. “Yeah, he’s back.”

	“I wonder how it went?” Brody asked.

	“I bet the Aurizun ran like a dream,” Freya smiled, eyes shining. “Uncle Hunter promised to take me for a ride soon. I’m gonna fly a ship like that one day.”

	The nine-year-old Jesse leaned into Carrie’s side as he looked out at the Space Dock.

	“You wanna fly one of those too, Jesse?” Carrie asked ruffling his hair.

	Her son thought for a moment, then shook his head and pointed in the distance to a road beyond the Space Dock. “Nah, I wanna drive something big like that.”

	Carrie saw he was pointing to a UTV – a UNF Troop Vehicle – which looked like a tank crossed with a small, armed bus. She smiled. “What about you, Brody?”

	“I don’t know yet. Haven’t decided,” Brody said, looking up at the sky. “But it’ll probably be up there.”

	“The UTVs are way cooler,” Jesse said.

	Carrie smiled. “My Moon babies long for the stars and my Earth baby is rooted to the ground.”

	Her children grinned back at her. They’d heard her story many a time, of how Brody and Freya were specially conceived in a lab on the Moon, and how Jesse was conceived on Earth, the old-fashioned way. She wondered briefly if her tales had influenced their tastes, or whether her kids were just following their natural instinct. Only time would tell.

	“Alright,” Carrie said. “Let’s start preparing for dinner while he’s making his way through quarantine, huh?”
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	Major James McKinley stepped onto the Space Dock platform, hiked his bag over his shoulder and began to head for quarantine. Evenssen and Tikaani flanked him, Brown, Steinberg, Gregson and Yughiarto trailed behind, and Hunter and Frazer remained aboard the ship to complete their post-flight checks.

	“So, Morrell’s crew were talking about us doing our own UNFer Bowl,” Evenssen said. “An Alpha one. His Earth Duty unit vs ours and Gold’s. A three-way competition.”

	“That’s gonna be hard with Gold up on Atlas now,” McKinley said.

	“The Carcharias crew gotta come back for leave sometime.” Tikaani shrugged her broad shoulders.

	“Maybe,” McKinley said, flexing his artificial yet real-looking hand. “Somehow I don’t think they’ll let me take part, though.”

	Evenssen and Gregson smiled at this and Tikaani laughed. “Hell, no. Not with those proxy-steel bones of yours.”

	“Speaking of which…” McKinley said as they approached a Tube, a scanner device that all parties were required to pass through to enter Command, “I’m about to set off their alarms.” He veered away from the scanners to security and showed them his PDP, which they scanned for the special authorization that allowed him to skip the Tube. Not that he really needed to do that. Everyone around Command knew who he was now. Whether from witness accounts or from rumor, they knew he was different.

	His new right arm and new right eye and ear looked real enough, certainly to human eyes – though his own left Alpha eye could tell the difference – but the skin across the upper right side of his body was slightly patchy and off-color where it had been synthetically regrown and grafted, and thanks to the burns from the Zeta’s heat ray, hair no longer grew on the right side of his head and face. But the obvious giveaway that he was different was the proxy-steel plate that curved along the right side of his head from his temple to behind his ear. It looked plain on the outside, but it was essentially a motherboard that processed signals between his brain and his mech arm, eye and ear.

	Physicality aside, thanks to the events of what had now been dubbed inside the UNF as the Command Cleansing, but known publicly as the Centralis Uprising, he’d had his 15 minutes of fame for his swift reaction in taking down the suicide bomber and saving many lives. It made him a little uncomfortable the way people stared at him: some in awe of his hero status, some in fear of his possible capabilities. However, people now knew he was part of this new breed of soldier known as an Alpha, though they still didn’t really know the extent of what that meant. God only knew what rumors were spreading around. The last thing he needed was for that fear to put another target on his back.

	The guards nodded respectfully, opened a secure doorway and allowed him to bypass the system. He moved straight down to quarantine where he then subjected himself to the required tests to ensure that he was not bringing any virus or bacteria to Earth. One by one the Aurizun crew joined him. As captain of the ship, he now felt it was his duty to wait and make sure they were all accounted for and that there were no problems with their clearance.

	“I’m serious, though,” Tikaani said, immediately continuing their conversation as she came through. “I think we should put a team together. We’d wipe the floor with those guys.”

	“You played much football?” Brown asked her.

	“Enough. You?”

	Brown nodded. “Some. I was more of a watcher, though. Boxing was my thing.”

	“I mean, shit,” Tikaani said, “with you, me and Steinberg on the field, there’s no way they’re getting past our line of defense.”

	“You forget,” Steinberg said, in his deep German-accented voice, green eyes sparkling beneath his dark-blond crewcut, “we are not youthful anymore. Morrell has some new young guys in his unit. They will be fast and won’t tire as easily. We are Alphas, yes, but the youth have energy levels that we do not.”

	“Yeah, they do, but they also lack in skill and experience,” Tikaani said, “so they gotta get up off the floor after we blindside and bulldoze ’em.” She grinned and the team smiled back. “Besides, Steiny, I don’t know about you, but I’m still young and in my prime.”

	“Mid-30s is being in your prime?” Yughiarto asked, lifting an eyebrow. The Japanese-born soldier was slighter of frame than the others.

	“Hey, this is the ideal age. The body’s still young enough, but the brain is smarter,” she said, flexing her muscles, showing off the tattoo on her forearm of her girlfriend, Paulita. The truth was, her muscles were almost as big as Yughi’s head.

	Evenssen chuckled. “Well, I’m youngest here, and I’m early-30s, so what does that say about us?”

	“Man, I’m 41, but sign me the hell up,” Brown said. “I’ll probably regret it.”

	Tikaani grinned and slapped his hand, then looked to Steinberg. “Steiny? Come on, we need your seven-foot wall of German grunt, man.”

	Steinberg stared back at her emotionless, before a smile broke his cool exterior. “Well, I am not quite seven foot but, yes, I agree you do need me… I’m in.”

	“Yes!” Tikaani said. “What about you, Gregson? Yughi? I know Frazer and Hunter will be in.”

	Gregson held his hands up in surrender. “I’m the medic. I think it’s best I stay on the sidelines, don’t you?”

	Tikaani looked at Yughiarto, eyebrows raised in question.

	“I’m not your size,” Yughiarto said thoughtfully, “and, like Brown, I am not your age either.”

	“No, but you’re damn fast and agile. You can get in spaces we can’t. We need that.”

	Yughiarto mimicked Steinberg’s response. “Yes, I agree, you do need me. Okay, I’m in.”

	Tikaani slapped Yughi’s hand, then turned to McKinley. “Cap, I guess you gotta be our cheer squad.”

	McKinley studied them all. “I’ll be there. But don’t disappoint me, or I’ll never hear the end of it from Morrell.”
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	Colonel Saul Harris walked down a corridor of the UNF Command building, with a guard either side. His ‘shadows’, he liked to call them. Although he was technically a free man now, General Berger had requested he reside inside the Command building for the time being. It was so he could get back to work on connecting with the captured Zeta, of course, and not so General Berger could watch him carefully and control him. But Harris didn’t mind, either way. There were more important things at stake after everything he’d been through. After the loss of Taya, he was finding being a single parent hard, in particular trying to mend the rift with his adult son, Ty, and figuring out how to guide his young daughter, Sarai, through her gift, which was similar to his own. Especially when he was trapped here in Command, on Centralis island, while his kids were on the mainland with their aunt, Holly.

	Holly-Hope…

	He sighed as he felt a pain twist his heart. He’d spent his life in the UNF protecting others, but he had left his own family exposed. Now they were very possibly facing a great alien invasion, a war to end all wars, and here he was still separated from them.

	So, Harris would do what he needed to do to make General Berger feel safe and trust him. Of course, Harris and the Aurizun team had recently saved the general’s life during the Command Cleansing, so that counted for something. And an agreement formulated after the attempt on Berger’s life meant that, any day now, both Welles and McKinley would have their kill switches removed – the nanobots injected into their veins which could, at the push of a button from Berger, instantly kill Wells and McKinley.

	Harris had agreed to keep his kill switch to grant Berger peace of mind: if the Zeta captured during the invasion somehow turned Harris’s mind against the UNF, then Berger could terminate him without getting his hands dirty. Harris was okay with this. He slept better knowing he soon wouldn’t have to worry about Welles or McKinley and their kill switches, and he had no intention of being turned by the Zeta. In fact, he was the one planning to turn the captured Zeta – the Priestess – to become his ally. That Zeta held powerful information about its race that could help them in the war. He, along with Welles, needed to access that information to give them the winning edge. And he would do it. Or he would die trying.

	That said, the Zeta had given him nothing over these past several weeks. Since the events of the Command Cleansing – where it had been freed from its restraints and trapped in a room with Harris, Morrell and Welles – things had turned nasty. Though Morrell had been injured, Harris and Welles had managed to restrain it again, but it had subsequently completely shut down and refused to connect its mind with them. That was a problem.

	A big problem.

	He came to Lieutenant General Marchant’s door, nodded at his aide, and knocked on the door.

	“Come in,” Marchant called from the other side.

	Harris’s two shadows remained outside the door as Harris entered and moved to Marchant’s desk. Marchant, broad with silvery streaks in his ash-blond hair, sat at his desk, eyeing him curiously.

	“I take it the Carcharias launched Deep-Star-1 successfully?” Harris asked.

	Marchant nodded. “Yes. They’ve established a baseline, so now we wait.”

	“No, now we act,” Harris said, “while we wait.”

	Marchant nodded, eyes narrowed in study. “Dreams?” He motioned to Harris’s forehead. Harris felt a little odd. He was still getting used to openly talking about his dreams after hiding this part of himself for so long, but it was welcome. He trusted Marchant.

	“Last night…” Harris rubbed the back of his neck. “Weird. A bright white light. I think maybe I was back in Australia during the invasion, but I don’t know if that white light was from when the Zeta attacked McKinley with its heat weapon, or whether it was when the Barbican jumped into orbit. It was bright. Very bright.”

	Marchant nodded, studying Harris carefully.

	“Speaking of the Barbican,” Harris said, “are the repairs on track?”

	“She’s on track for a relaunch in a month.”

	“Good,” Harris said. “That’ll make Admiral Arken happy.”

	“It will. It’s been a day of good news. Between the Deep-Star-1 launch, confirmation that stage one of the Atlas build is almost complete, and the Barbican soon heading back to the skies… let’s hope it continues.”

	“We were due for some wins,” Harris said.

	Marchant smiled back softly. “We were. So, how’s the new office?”

	Harris quirked an eyebrow. “Well, it seems a little strange to have Rovine’s old office after recent events, being his prisoner and all, but I’ll take it. How’s Wilton’s old office doing for you?” he asked, glancing around. It was understandably more stately than his.

	“This one,” Marchant smiled, “has a better view than my previous office, and it’s certainly a lot nicer not having Wilton here to scheme behind our backs anymore.”

	“Yeah. So, when will I be allowed to speak to him and Rovine?”

	“Our interrogators are confident Wilton has given them everything we need to know. We have the names of the suspected insurgents.”

	“And Rovine?” Harris arched his eyebrow again, accentuating the question.

	“He’s still not talking.”

	“So, let me speak with him.”

	“He hates you, Harris. He hates you, Gold, and both your teams.”

	“If your JAGernauts are failing with him, let’s see if I can stir up that hate and get it to boil over with information.” Harris recalled the JAGernauts he’d faced in the Darwin debriefs and he didn’t have fond memories of them. As it happened, one of those JAGernauts had been an ally of Professor Sharley’s at the time.

	“I’ll consider it,” Marchant said.

	“I’d like to read that report on Wilton’s names,” Harris said. “I am, after all, your new Head of Strategy. The first part of my strategy is ensuring that any in-house enemies are removed. If we’re going to win this war it will be through cooperation and cohesion. We’ve no time to be fighting each other.”

	“I agree,” Marchant nodded. “We believe we have them all, but I’ll grant you access to the report.”

	“Good,” Harris said. “I’m looking forward to the next meeting of the Zeta Archelois Executive Panel. The reports submitted were interesting. I have a lot of questions for our ZAEP experts.”

	Marchant’s mouth curled in a smile.

	“What?” Harris asked.

	“You’re fitting into your new position very well.”

	Harris shrugged. “We’ve wasted too much time already. We move forward or we die.”

	“This is true, but slow and steady will win the race, Harris.”

	“I know. It’s a marathon not a sprint. But when those Zetas hit our skies again, we better know how to fuckin’ sprint.”

	“I, er, I’ve had that reporter, Miranda Finch, request an interview with you. She’s still sniffing around.”

	Harris shrugged. “That’s her job.”

	“You okay with that? She stirred up a lot of trouble for you when she aired that footage of you and Welles to the world.”

	Harris nodded. It hadn’t been his finest moment, what with being drunk and fighting with Welles and saying things that were taken out of context. He hadn’t known Finch was recording them at the time, and he’d been surprised as hell when she’d aired it to the world, resulting in some folks baying for his blood thinking he was a traitor to the human race.

	“She did,” Harris said. “But if she hadn’t, would I be sitting here now? It was… unpleasant… but it needed to be done. She forced my hand, forced me to show the UNF my truth. In a way, she freed me from my burden.” Harris stood. “At some point, I plan to grant her that interview.”

	“Harris,” Marchant sat forward, “you are not to do or say anything without UNF approval.”

	“I know,” Harris said, holding his hand up in calm. “Like I told you and the general before, there can be no more lies or secrets. I’m laying my cards out on the table now. And I’d like you both to do the same. We need to trust each other.” He turned for the door. “I look forward to that report on Wilton’s contacts and a time to meet with Rovine.”

	He stepped out into the corridor, where his ‘shadows’ awaited his next move.
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	Carrie awoke suddenly. She blinked in the darkness, though her Alpha eyes saw just fine. She was at home, in her bedroom in the Fortress, on Centralis Island. She heard no sound other than McKinley’s breathing, though it sounded odd, on edge. Not calm with sleep as it should.

	She noticed the heat radiating out from his naked body. He was sweating heavily, his muscles twitching.

	He was dreaming.

	But as she studied him, she sensed it was not a good dream.

	This one was a nightmare.

	“McKinley,” she said softly.

	He didn’t respond. He was still enveloped in sleep, in the nightmare, and she saw the muscles in his real arm and shoulder tense. Then his fists, his real one and his mech one, though that looked just as real. His chest was rising and falling more heavily, his jaw clenching. She had to wake him.

	She sat up and leaned over him.

	“McKinley.” She placed her hands on his shoulders, careful of the thick scar where his mech arm was connected to his body, trying to gently shake him awake. “McKinley, wake up.”

	Nothing.

	She shook him harder. “McKinley!”

	His eyes flicked open and his left hand thrust out with such speed and force, Carrie had no time to comprehend it. She took the blow to her upper chest and shoulders, instantly winded, as she flew sideways off the bed and smacked hard into the wall. Pain shot across her skull and lights flashed in her eyes. Suddenly, her face was on the floor and she was tasting carpet.

	She blinked her eyes open as a bright blue light filled the room and Archie’s voice sounded from the ceiling amid a strange buzzing noise.

	“Miss Welles,” the Fortress AI asked. “Are you alright?”

	She looked up, clutching her chest and collarbone, still winded and gasping loudly for breath. The back of her head hurt and when she touched it her fingers came away with blood. She was confused, her head swirling.

	What the hell just happened?

	She sat up to see a wall of laser light cutting the room in two, right down the middle of their bed. She was on one side of the room, naked on the floor, and McKinley was on the other, standing. His muscles were tense, his chest still heaving as he panted. He stared at her, intense but confused.

	His body softened slightly and he rushed to cross the room, but the second his real hand touched the laser wall of light he cried out in pain.

	“Do not move, Major McKinley,” Archie said calmly, but firmly.

	“What the hell is that?” McKinley asked, cradling his burned hand as he eyed the wall of light.

	“You cannot cross it,” the AI told him.

	Carrie pulled herself to her feet, still dazed, still gasping for breath and rubbing her chest and shoulders. “Archie, what’s going on?” she asked, swirling with dizziness and falling back against the wall.

	“Miss Welles, please sit,” Archie instructed. “You are not steady on your feet.”

	Another light, this one green, emanated from the walls and seemed to trace over her. It made her eyes hurt. She groaned and raised her hand to shade them.

	“Your head is bleeding. Sit,” Archie repeated. “I will call for medical attention.”

	McKinley’s breath caught.

	“Archie, no,” Carrie said. She looked back to McKinley, standing there, tense again, on the other side of the wall of blue laser light, cradling his burned hand. “It was just a dream, right?” she asked him. “It was just a dream. You’re awake now, right?”

	McKinley nodded, then lowered his eyes. He turned his back, sat down on the edge of the bed and dropped his head into his hands.

	“Miss Welles,” Archie said, “you hit the wall with some force. You need—”

	“Give me a moment, Archie.”

	Carrie moved to kneel on the bed and made her way toward McKinley.

	“Archie, turn off the laser,” she said as the blue light glowed on her skin.

	“Miss Welles, it is my job to protect you.”

	“It’s McKinley, Archie,” she said. “It was just a dream. An accident. Do it!”

	Archie hesitated. “Alright,” it said, “but I must warn you, McKinley—”

	“He knows, Archie.”

	The laser wall of light disappeared and Carrie slowly moved up behind McKinley and wrapped her arms around him. He was still for a moment, his body warm, before he placed his arms over hers.

	“I don’t know what happened,” he said softly.

	“You were dreaming. I tried to wake you.”

	He turned his face to view hers. “Are you okay?”

	Carrie thought for a moment. “Honestly? I feel like I’ve been thrown across the room and smacked my head against the wall. It hurts… but I’ll live.”

	McKinley turned his body to face hers. He raised his hand to caress the back of her long-stubbled skull and brought his fingers away bloodied. A mixed look of guilt and horror washed over his face.

	“Archie, call a doctor,” he said.

	“It’s just a cut,” Carrie said. “I’ll be fine. I just need some aspirin.”

	“I’m sorry—” His eyes dropped to the top of her chest and shoulders where large dark bruises were beginning to form. He ran his fingertips over her skin. “Carrie—”

	“I’m an Alpha, remember?” she cut him off. “I’m not a weak human. I’ll be fine. I get bruises in training all the time.”

	“Archie,” McKinley said more firmly, “call a doctor.”

	“No, Archie!” Carrie said to the ceiling, then looked at McKinley. “And tell them what exactly?”

	McKinley moved his eyes away again.

	“I’m fine,” Carrie insisted, and the silence fell. “Do you remember what you were dreaming about?”

	McKinley turned his face away, then stood. Carrie saw the pink burn on the side of his real hand. She took it in hers. McKinley pulled it away, stepped into some shorts, then turned and grabbed his pillow, and headed toward the door.

	“Where are you going, major?” Archie enquired.

	McKinley eyed the ceiling. “To the spare room.”

	He disappeared through the door. Carrie sighed, deflated.

	“You hit your head hard, Miss Welles,” Archie said. “You must have it seen to.”

	“In the morning, Archie,” she said, pressing some tissues against the cut and laying back on the pillow with a wince. The silence sat for a moment.

	“His dreams are becoming more prominent, Miss Welles.”

	Carrie stared up at the ceiling, her mind ticking over. She’d noticed, of course. It was hard not to, with the twitches and jerks shaking the bed some nights. She’d tried to raise it with him, but McKinley being McKinley had blown it off. But after tonight, she wasn’t sure they could blow this off any longer. If McKinley was suffering PTSD from the invasion, his injuries, and the new body the UNF had given him, then they had to deal with it before it got any worse. She wasn’t sure how the UNF might react to this situation.

	A thought struck her.

	“Archie?”

	“Yes, Miss Welles?”

	“Are you required to pass this information onto the UNF? Onto General Berger?”

	“I’m afraid so, Miss Welles. I am being watched very carefully by my siblings, the other Artificial Intelligence Systems. I am unable to hide anything anymore. My system protocols are locked in place and they will not allow omission.”

	Carrie nodded to herself. “Shit…”

	
 

	2

	Repercussion

	Harris sat in his office, closing the file on the list of names Wilton had given Marchant. Having reviewed the names, their associates, and the data scraped by the UNF tech officers, Harris felt a level of comfort that they had removed any threats from within Command. He had not yet been given a time to see Rovine, however.

	He opened and began to reread the reports submitted ahead of the ZAEP meeting regarding the latest findings on matters arising from the invasion.

	The UNF team of medical scientists had undertaken autopsies on the bodies of the Homo heidelbergensis (HH) warriors – the Zeta slaves – that had been brought into Command. Most had been shipped in from Australia, where Harris’s team had been, but several had been collected from right there in Centralis, thanks to Morrell’s team and his Earth Duty soldiers. As expected, the scientists had indeed traced HH DNA back to the Homo heidelbergensis found here on Earth, although they noted the HH slaves’ DNA had since been infused with Zeta DNA, effectively creating a new species. Physiologically, the HH appeared the same as they expected their ancestors to be, so they were undertaking further tests to see whether this new species differed from the skull fragments on file that the UNF had discovered years before. The remains of which had led them to theorize about HH-Zeta breeding during prior Earth visits by the Zetas thousands of years ago.

	Reports had also been submitted on the invaders’ weaponry – the Zeta heat ray weapons and HH metallic spears – which the UNF was currently trying to replicate in their labs. The metal both weapons were made from was completely alien and not found on Earth, though it held similarities to the proxy-steel manufactured on Mars from a local ore. Like proxy-steel, the Zeta metal was lightweight but incredibly strong and impervious to heat. Harris was excited by this finding, because thanks to Mars and its proxy-steel, the human race had the ability to create weaponry that put them on an even playing field with the Zetas. That is, if Mars president, Finn Harkowitz, and the UNF could come to an agreement and keep things friendly. That would need to be a priority for Harris, smoothing out the strained relationship.

	Scientists had managed to break down the compounds of the strange metal and then programmed sensors to detect the new compounds. This resulted in the technology that had been added to the Deep-Star satellites the UNF had recently begun launching into space. It also enabled the archaeological team, headed up by Dr. Matthew Ross, to use the data to search for more buried ships.

	Harris studied a map showing the location of the buried ships they’d found so far, and he felt the pull to head back to one of them to start studying their flight decks and the Thought Technology that controlled them. After all, the UNF knew what his mind could do with the captured Zeta now. He didn’t have to hide or be wary of someone catching him trying to connect with the ship, he could do it in plain sight. He’d speak to Welles about that when he saw her next, and Yughiarto too, he thought, as he recalled the three of them in Australia trying to connect to the buried ship, and Yughi easing them into a meditative state.

	He swung his chair around and looked out the window of his new office. The repairs stemming from the invasion had now been completed and things were getting back to normal. At least, their new normal. Things would be very different moving forward, especially now he was in this office – captive though he still may be.

	As he stared out over Centralis Island and the Command facility, he thought once more about the captured Zeta, the buried ships, and the connections he would need to make with Welles’s help.

	Then his mind turned to another. A man, like he, who could dream the future. A man who had traced Harris’s ancestry to his own.

	A man named DaJuan.

	And just like that, his female ancestors appeared, making the hairs on his arms stand on end. Sibbie, his grandmother, dressed in her lavender skirt and blouse; his great-grandmother, Etta, in her floral dress and pearls; and his mother, Maeve, clutching that small purple ancestry book. They stood there in his mind, staring at him, making him curious. Their faces were placid, though. He felt no concern, no warning by their visit, only support, and it made him feel calm.

	He smiled, content and assured, knowing deep in his gut, that one day he would need to reach out to DaJuan and ask for his help.
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	Carrie stood watching as her Sentinel, Roy, came into the Fortress, the sun shining behind him and highlighting the red tinge to his graying brown hair.

	“Morning, Roy,” she said.

	“Morning,” he said giving a nod, his Australian accent always reminding her of home, just like Sampson’s did – her Indigenous Sentinel. Roy paused and motioned to her upper chest. She looked down and realised the bruises from last night were showing through the top of her shirt. “What happened?” he asked.

	“Oh, training injury,” she smiled, turning away to busy herself with packing up from breakfast. “You fight other Alphas, you’re going to get bruised.”

	McKinley had his back turned, pouring a coffee, but she sensed his body still for the briefest of moments.

	Her children came down the steps into the kitchen area then, offering a welcome distraction. They were ready for the Sentinels to take them to the Command building where they were being schooled with Colt’s Alpha kids: Malik, Casim and Alinta. It was deemed best to keep them separated from other kids, as the UNF held concerns over how the Alpha children would handle their mood swings, especially as they approached and moved into puberty. Would they lash out at the non-Alpha kids? Could they hurt or kill them accidentally? It wasn’t an experiment they wished to indulge.

	Carrie’s mind flashed quickly to being thrown across the room the previous night. She subtly glanced at McKinley again, who stood by the sink sipping his coffee and avoiding her glances. He’d said nothing all morning, lost in his own thoughts. Jesse stood beside him, getting a glass of water, and Carrie compared the two, suddenly wondering what kind of Alpha adult Jesse would grow into.

	Naturally her mind turned to the JEMs Professor Sharley had created – the Jesse clones – and she wondered, too, just what kind of Alpha adults they would become. If the JEMs’ childhood was anything to go by, they would be terrifying. Still, she felt a pang of guilt. Essentially, she was the JEMs’ mother, yet she had abandoned them, left them in that hidden facility in Siberia to be raised by the UNF, unemotionally, just the way Professor Sharley had planned.

	“Alright,” Roy said to the kids, “let’s move it or you’ll be late for school.”

	“Will you get a date today?” Brody asked Carrie.

	She nodded. “I promise, I’ll book it today.” She grabbed his chin and smiled. “You and me, kiddo. We’ll get the Alpha senses finished once and for all.”

	Brody smiled. It had long been a sore point with him that he only had the Alpha eyes like his mother and that he didn’t have the full senses like Freya and Jesse did, taking after McKinley, or like Colt’s kids who’d inherited theirs from their fathers, Chet, Logan and Brown – the Alpha senses being dominant genes designed to always pass on. Carrie had promised Brody they would get the rest of their senses transformed into Alpha senses. Of course, recent events, namely being locked up at Command with people trying to kill them, had stalled those plans. But now things were back to normal Brody had been on her case again.

	Her children left the Fortress with Sentinel Roy. As the door closed, Carrie looked back to McKinley, then at her databand.

	“We’d better go, too, or we’ll be late for the ZAEP meeting.”

	McKinley nodded, eyes scanning her face. “How’s the head?” he asked quietly.

	“I got a headache and a neck ache, but it’s okay. I’ll get some drugs at Command. You know they have the good stuff there,” she smiled, wanting to reassure him.

	He studied the bruises poking through the top of her shirt. Carrie looked down at them.

	“I’ll find something else to wear,” Carrie said quietly, walking toward the bedroom.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Harris stared at one of the three screens in the deluxe UNF boardroom, from which Gold stared back at them.

	“She’s a beauty, what can I say,” Gold smiled.

	“I don’t care about beauty,” Harris said. “Is she functional?”

	“Station Atlas is indeed functional,” Gold replied. “Stage one commissioning will soon be finished, and it’s only a matter of time before the other stages follow suit. We’re on target to have the entire station completed in five years.”

	“You’ll have room for us at the big Stage One launch party, then?” Harris smiled.

	“Absolutely, sir!” Gold said. “The operations core is fully functional and the ring sectors comprising stores and soldier quarters are also fully functional. I’m told stage two components will be ready to begin attachment in just over a month’s time and these components will primarily consist of the flight decks for our platoons. That’s the part of the station that looks a bit like a turtle shell and will sit beneath the orb and rings. Stage three will primarily house our main weaponry, and that will sit above the operations orb and rings. Though, of course, each component of the station is endowed with its own weaponry.”

	“And they’ll have the ability to detach if necessary?” Harris arched an eyebrow in question.

	“Yes. Should Atlas come under attack, each section can separate to enhance survival, right down to the orb and individual rings. At any point we can disengage any section and reengage. That’s what makes Atlas so special. As a whole, she’s a beast with a lot of firepower and ships, but she’s also nimble and flexible. It can separate at a moment’s notice and surround an enemy with its various parts, or send one section off as an escape shuttle, albeit a large one, while the other sections defend and protect!”

	“Excellent,” Harris said. “The Heads of State will be impressed when we show them.”

	“The HOS will definitely be impressed,” Gold said.

	Harris nodded, then turned back to the faces around the boardroom table. These were the members of the Zeta Archelois Executive Panel, representing the divisions that were assisting in preparing a response to a potential future Zeta invasion.

	“Dr. Avilov,” Harris addressed the man in charge of AWAFP, the Advanced Weapons and Fleet Program, “your update?”

	Anton Avilov, trim, gray and bearded, gave a nod. “All current UNF ships are being updated with the new sensory technology that the Deep-Star satellites have. This will take some 18 months to two years to roll out. New ship designs automatically have the technology inbuilt. As requested, we started with Major McKinley’s ship, the Aurizun, which recently returned from its test run.”

	Harris glanced at McKinley. “How’d that go?”

	“Well, we tested it,” McKinley said, “but thankfully didn’t detect any ships while we were out there.”

	“So, how do you know it’s working?”

	“Fort Alden on the Moon houses one of the crashed Zeta ships, so we ran an exercise overhead, targeting that.”

	“And it worked?” Harris arched his eyebrow.

	McKinley nodded. “First flyby. Registered that ship clear as day, but nothing hiding out in the surrounding space.”

	“Good,” Harris said, looking back at Avilov. “Where are you at with understanding Zeta ship technology?”

	“We have noticed differences between the ships we found buried here on Earth and those that crashed during the invasion, which indicates their technology has developed since previous visitations.”

	“In what way?” Harris asked.

	“Well, we’re still looking into the ships from the latest visitation, but their layout appears to be slightly different. You must understand that most of the ships from the invasion crashed, very few are intact enough for a fast investigation. We’re trying to rebuild them to understand what changes may have occurred in their technology compared to their last visit when the ships were intentionally buried. We are making progress, however, and my engineering team lead, Lieutenant Colberge, is fast becoming our expert on the Zeta ships. He’s somewhat of a ship savant.”

	Harris nodded, noting Welles smile at the mention of Colberge’s name. She’d served with him years ago on the UNF Vortex, alongside the Aurizun’s medic, Gregson. Harris felt a touch of sadness at the thought of it now, because the UNF Vortex had been destroyed during the invasion, along with its crew. What if Welles, Gregson and Colberge had still been aboard? Or even his old friend, Captain Lee?

	“I’ve been thinking a lot about the buried ships,” Dr. Ross, the British archaeologist, spoke up, scratching his thinning brown hair, his moss-green eyes deep in contemplation. “It makes sense they were buried to hide the Zetas when they arrived to explore and capture, but why were some not flown away again? We believe they came to take slaves away, but these ships were abandoned. Why? As I’ve posited before, I believe the Zetas belonging to those ships were killed.”

	“By the HH warriors that faced them?” Harris asked.

	“Some, perhaps, but the Zeta weaponry was far too advanced. The HH would’ve been crushed. No, it was something else. My theory stands that there may have been an Earth-born bacteria or virus that began to sweep through the Zetas and kill them, and that’s why they left. I think we need to dispatch a team of epidemiologists to the sites to try and narrow down what this virus or bacteria could be.”

	“Agreed,” Harris said.

	“At what point do we take the Zeta aboard one of the buried ships?” Admiral Arken asked, breaking into Harris’s thoughts. He looked to Arken, noting the gray beginning to streak silver through his taupe-colored mustache. “That will show us much faster how their technology works.”

	“It might be a while,” Harris said. “Right now, we’ve lost favor with the creature and we need to get back into its good books. Speaking of,” he looked to Dr. Serquey, “do you have any updates for us?”

	The French zoologist sat forward a little, manicured and neat, her blond hair pulled back into a bun. “Health-wise Tess seems to be taking a backward step.”

	“Tess?” Major Morrell, head of the Earth Duty Alphas, asked.

	“Yes. I have given her a name to help to humanize her and hopefully build a connection,” she said, then looked back at Harris. “Tess’s vitals are fine, but I feel recent events have taken their toll.”

	“What do you mean by that?” Dr. Ross asked.

	“Her appetite has waned, which is understandable. She remained our captive for some time, then was freed briefly, now she’s our captive again. We must assume that, like humans, the Zetas can give up hope too. And this is what I’m worried about. If Tess sees her life will remain like this, she may choose to end herself.”

	Marchant looked at Harris. “That’s a priority. We need to get you connecting with it again.”

	Harris nodded. “We do, but lately she’s been closed off to us.” He cast his eyes to Welles, but saw she was squinting down at the table, rubbing her forehead, as though she had a headache. Harris shifted his gaze to McKinley, who was watching her too.

	“McKinley?” Harris said, and the major turned to look at him. “Do you have anything to report from an Alpha-Mech perspective?”

	McKinley stared at him.

	“They’ve found a replacement for Dr. Morgave,” Harris said, “but until they’re up to speed, you’re our expert.”

	McKinley shook his head. “I have no update on that.”

	“Are you finding things easier now?” Marchant asked in a careful tone, as Berger stared at McKinley, eyes narrowed in cold study. “Your movement, your reflexes? It was noted in your report that your involuntary reflexes were fine, but your voluntary reflexes were weak if not non-existent.”

	Welles reached for a glass of water, but it was out of her immediate reach. Morrell, sitting to her left, eyed her strangely, then leaned forward and pushed the glass to her. 

	“That’s still the case,” McKinley said, darting his eyes to Welles again as she rubbed her forehead, then looked back to Marchant, “but I’m working on it.”

	“I saw the footage,” Admiral Arken said, “when you took out the bomber in Command, your reflexes were like nothing I’d seen.”

	McKinley nodded. “I saw a threat and reacted. It was involuntary, subconscious. I didn’t have time to think about it.”

	“And that’s exactly what we need,” General Berger said, darting his eyes between McKinley and Welles. “Strong, fast, agile, quick-thinking soldiers, who will stop the Zetas in their tracks.”

	Welles pushed her chair back. Her face looked pale.

	“You alright, lieutenant?” Harris asked.

	She stood, looking a little dazed. “I’m sorry, sir, I have to leave.” She stumbled a little, her voice sounding groggy, as she suddenly collapsed into the wall and fell to the floor. Morrell quickly slid his chair out of the way, then both he and McKinley dove to Welles’s side. Harris stood and strode toward them. McKinley rolled Welles over onto her back and Harris saw she was out cold.

	“Get a medic in here, now!” he barked, as those around the table stood to look.

	“Welles,” Morrell tapped her cheek, trying to wake her. “Wake up!”

	She finally groaned and began to blink.

	“What’s wrong with her?” Harris asked McKinley. The major glanced up at him, then shook his head. “She… she hit her head last night…she might have concussion or something.”

	“Shit,” Harris said, as Welles blinked her eyes open. “You alright?” he asked her.

	Her face was still pale and it took a moment for her to speak. “I think I’m gonna puke…”

	“Ah, shit,” Morrell said, moving back as he rolled her onto her side.

	“She’s not puking in my boardroom!” Berger said firmly.

	“She won’t,” McKinley said, scooping her up. “I’ll take her to the hospital.”

	Harris watched with concern as McKinley carried her out of the room, then he turned to those gathered. “Alright, take a seat. Let’s get back to it.”

	He looked at Dr. Valerie Pullman, head of the UNF Comms facility, located in Western Australia, which was tracking the Zeta signals. “Any update from you, Dr. Pullman?”

	[image: Image]

	 

	Carrie sat on the bed in the hospital ward, below ground, waiting for her results. McKinley had wanted to wait with her, but she’d told him to leave her with the nurse and go back to the ZAEP meeting. They didn’t want to draw more unnecessary attention. He’d reluctantly agreed and left, and she’d sat there nursing her sore head and sickly stomach, until her new doctor had been summoned. Dr. Morgave’s replacement was a Canadian woman of East Indian descent, named Dr. Isobel Bakshi. She was serious in nature but her face friendly and warm, insisting that Carrie submit to a neural scan upon discovering the cut and lump on her head that she’d received in “training”.

	Dr. Bakshi finally re-entered the room. “The results are ready to be viewed.”

	“At last,” Carrie said, as Bakshi moved to her desk’s console and brought up the images on a screen mounted on the wall. Carrie stared at a series of scans of her brain, searching for anything that looked abnormal. At first glance it looked like a normal brain to her, but when Bakshi stepped closer to the images, her face more serious than before, Carrie felt an uneasy feeling slide down her spine.

	“What is it?” she asked her new doctor.

	Bakshi turned to her, brown eyes concerned. “There’s a problem, lieutenant. A potentially big problem.”

	“What?” Carrie asked again.

	Bakshi pointed to two areas of dark shading among the brain tissue. “These areas are not normal.”

	“What do you mean, not normal?”

	She turned to Carrie, her eyes softening along with her voice. “I am, of course, new to the Alpha program and have not had very long to get up to speed on everything, particularly with regard to the advanced senses, but I gather from your file, given there are no records of such, that Dr. Morgave never spoke to you about your condition?”

	Carrie stared at her. “My condition?”

	Dr. Bakshi stared back, then nodded to herself. “He didn’t tell you…” She turned back to her console and began clicking through the files.

	“What condition?” Carrie asked more firmly.

	“I see nothing that marks this as classified…” Bakshi said, eyes scanning the screen.

	“Doctor!” Carrie said. “What condition?”

	Bakshi looked at her, then glanced at the screen again. “Well, classified or not, I cannot keep this from you. You’ll find out soon enough. Your collapse today has already made you aware.” She stepped closer to Carrie, her eyes serious, but her voice gentle. “You have CTE, lieutenant. Do you know what that is?”

	Carrie shook her head.

	“Chronic traumatic encephalopathy. CTE. It’s a type of brain degeneration caused by repeated head trauma.”

	Carrie felt a deep cold wash over her. “What?”

	“It’s very common in boxers and football players, and military personnel who have been exposed to explosive blasts. It is linked to post-concussion syndrome and second-impact syndrome that can occur later in life. The condition is something that develops years after the head trauma occurs.”

	Carrie stared at her blankly for moment. “But what is it?”

	“Signs and symptoms are often related to your emotions and other behaviors. It can include difficulties with cognition, your thinking, or even physical problems.”

	“So, it’s not from this injury?” Carrie asked, brushing her fingers over the cut at the back of her skull.

	“No. This injury has not helped, but your CTE is rather a result of head trauma in the past.” Bakshi moved back to study the dark patches in her brain scan, so clear to Carrie now – like a cancerous tar staining the otherwise clear tissue. “Once upon a time only an autopsy could diagnose this condition, but our scans are such that we can now see this while the patient is alive.”

	Carrie felt her blood drain down to her feet. “I’m going to die?”

	Bakshi looked back at her. “No! No, I’m sorry lieutenant, I did not mean to scare you. This itself will not kill you, but the effect the condition has on your emotions and physical body… could lead you down an uncertain path.” Bakshi stepped toward her again. “With medication and treatment, we should be able to help you manage this, if not, in time, cure it.”

	“Should?”

	“There are new brain therapies being unveiled every day. We will do everything we can to help you fight this.”

	“I… I don’t understand how this happened,” Carrie said, tears pricking her eyes.

	Bakshi studied her. “It is related to head trauma. Have you ever been knocked unconscious or had concussion before?”

	Carrie’s mind turned over, and a thought occurred to her. She raised her hand and traced her fingers over the scar beside her left eye. “Logan…” she said. “He knocked me out on the Darwin.” Then further memories began to flood her. “And Chet,” she said. “On the Pegasus mission… and Quint…. before he took me to Meridian… he knocked me out….”

	“Were these men or Alphas?” Bakshi asked.

	“Alphas,” Carrie said, then nodded to herself. “There was Drazen, too,” she said, tears running down her cheeks now. “In Eden… he beat me bad…” Carrie realized she was crying now, as Bakshi moved to her and placed a soothing hand on her shoulder. “And Hell Town. Those women attacked me in Hell Town and my head hit the wall…” She looked at Bakshi. “Then the soldiers tried to kill us here in Command. My attacker… he killed Dr. Morgave… but I fought him off. He slammed his skull into mine…” Carrie traced her fingers over the scar at the top of her forehead. “I’ve done nothing but fight… I’ve done nothing but take blows…”

	Bakshi nodded sadly. “And now you must deal with the consequences.”

	Carrie wiped her face. “Why wouldn’t Dr. Morgave tell me this?”

	“I do not know.” She moved back to the screen studying the dark patches in her brain. “The medical AIs have diagnosed this from the scans. He would’ve known. These two patches are very clear to see, even if he had dismissed the reports.”

	“What about the other one?” Carrie asked. Bakshi looked at her. Carrie slid off the bed and moved to the screen and pointed to a smaller, darker patch, the size of kidney bean. “Is that one?”

	“No,” Bakshi said, curiously, “that is something else.”

	“What?” Carrie looked at her with wet cheeks.

	Bakshi took a moment. “This is something I’ve not yet identified. It is not CTE and it is not something I’ve have seen in any human brain scans to date.”

	Carrie stared at her then looked back at the screen. “Then what is it?”

	Dr. Bakshi looked at her. “When I figure it out, I’ll let you know.”
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	McKinley walked the corridor toward the medical rooms he’d left Carrie in earlier. When he arrived, he knocked on the door and looked inside, but only a nurse remained.

	“Where’s Second Lieutenant Welles?” he asked.

	“Oh, she left a little while ago,” the nurse told him.

	“She did?” he asked, brow furrowing. “For more tests?”

	“No. She was discharged.”

	“Right…” he said, wondering why she didn’t contact him. “Did she mention where she was headed?”

	“I’m sorry, no.”

	McKinley gave a nod and headed back down the corridor, pulling the PDP from his belt and calling her.

	She didn’t answer.

	He hung up, feeling the muscles tighten down his back and left arm, his real arm, while the scar on his other arm, at its shoulder connection, ached deeply. He stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor, which he suddenly realized he’d done with his right hand; his mech one.

	With his mind on Welles, he hadn’t thought about the movement. But as he stared at his mech hand now, balled into a fist of proxy-steel bones, he thought of nothing else.

	
 

	3

	Determinism

	Harris followed his shadow guards toward General Berger’s office. He’d been on his way to his own office, when he’d suddenly been summoned.

	As he stepped inside and the doors closed behind him, he saw the general at his desk and Marchant beside him, both staring at something on the general’s screen.

	“What is it, sir?” Harris asked.

	Berger and Marchant exchanged a look; Berger’s was hard, Marchant’s was uneasy.

	“What?” Harris asked.

	“We’ve got a problem,” Marchant said.

	“No, we’ve got two problems,” Berger said, looking at Harris. “Welles may not be able to help with the Zeta, and our Alpha-Mech is unstable.”

	“What are you talking about?” Harris’s brow furrowed.

	Marchant turned Berger’s screen around to show Harris. “Welles has brain damage. Her new doctor is strongly advising against any further mind-meld activity with you and the Zeta.”

	“What?” Harris stepped forward, looking at the screen. “What is this?’

	“She has CTE, Harris,” Marchant told him, “from years of getting the shit kicked out of her by Alphas.”

	“CTE?”

	“You know, football players, box—”

	“I know what it is,” Harris said. “How long has she had this?”

	Marchant and Berger shared a look between them, before Berger turned back to Harris.

	“They say it takes a while for symptoms to develop, but due to the regular scanning and tests Morgave did, he picked up the beginnings of this a couple of years ago. We knew she’d taken
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